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Summary of Thesis 
 
Within 20th. Century art, the concept of the ‘normative’ image, as an attribute of 
things, has been challenged. As a consequence, paintings must now picture the ‘real’ 
world in other ways, incorporating knowledge and meaning beyond the analogon. Such 
descriptive representations were revealed as paradigmatic, rather than incontrovertible 
fact. Dependent on pre-conceived notions of stereotypicality, these descriptive images 
relied on surface illumination. 
 
My thesis explores images of things in the world as culturally inspired and information 
based. I examine paintings and sculptures of other cultures, such as black African,          
and other historical periods such as the Medieval, which reveal metonymously the           
basis for variations in representations of the ‘real’ world. 
 
The new enhanced representations which Modern artists created in their work were 
denigrated as deviant from the absolute ‘normative’ or regarded as distortions for 
purely mannerist and stylistic reasons. Postmodern research has reassessed them as 
multiple or extended imagings in whose facture new knowledge and human responses 
can be incorporated. These new forms of representation can be regarded as theoretical 
constructs rather than stylised depictions of appearance. In this way referents are 
transferred through the mind onto objects and vistas in the real world to align with our 
developed view of the physical world and better our understanding of humanity’s 
symbiotic relationship with nature. 
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Summary of Exegesis 
This exegetal account comprises three parts; the Introduction, Sections 1-3 and an 
Appendix. 
 
The Introduction serves to outline the relationship between the topic and the artworks.  
 
Sections 1-3. 
 
Integrated within the 3 Sections are descriptions of the artworks which direct the 
sequential exposition of the Thesis. Excerpts from critical essays of viewed  
exhibitions, and theoretical studies which have had a significant bearing on the 
development of the Thesis, are interwoven throughout the Exegesis. 
 
Section 1 The Transfer of the Referent 
Section 1 outlines the theoretical basis of the thesis which is closely aligned to the 
epistemological enquiry. These theoretical studies which have helped solve research 
problems not only define the context of the work but also its relevance to 20th century 
art. 
 
This section describes the development of the notion of ‘the transfer of the referent’ 
through paintings Nos. 1-7, 9-12 and 15, sculptures Nos. 1-5 and drawings Nos. 2.1-
4.5. These earliest paintings were structured without pre-determined referents, for 
which no prior analogous image existed. They developed through their facture; a 
concentration on their formal qualities, relying on intuitive judgement and the notion of 
‘chance’. An exploration of the picture plane as the field of denotation, was          
undertaken and a study of art as visual language informed the work. 
 
Later works in this first group are paintings with pre-determined referents. These 
referents are images contained within my own previously painted and drawn works. 
Using a variety of mediums and refining the imagery which was developed in the 
precursory models, these works question Barthes notion of paintings as analogons 
(1977 18) on the basis that they are codified and conceptual models rather than what         
he refers to as “imitative” works. 
 3
Section 2 The Perceptual model and conceptual model of 
representation 
To further expand on the untenability of the perfect analogon in painting and drawing, 
this section illuminates my explorations of the perceptual model as imitation and the 
conceptual model as that flexible vehicle which enables the ‘transfer of the referent’ to 
occur. 
 
This section further outlines epistemological investigations into the nature of objects 
and our perceptions of nature. The heuristic research includes acrylic paintings Nos. 8, 
9, 10 and 17; watercolour paintings Nos. 7.1-7.9, Skeleton drawings Nos. 6.1 6.2, 
Revolving Forms Nos. 8.1-8.3 and Nudes Nos. 10.1-10.9. Initial drawings provoked 
further challenges to the capacity of the mimetic model of representation to carry 
meaning. Further reworking of established imagery and the use of the Tondo form led 
to investigations of the perceptual model. An outline of theories pertaining to visual 
perception and the evolution of a perceptual model is included. 
 
In concluding this section I discuss the way in which new images are developed 
conceptually. The language structures of the Paris drawings Nos. 11.1-11.16; Photo- 
drawings Nos. 13.1-13.14, the drawings of Heads Nos. 14.1-14.7. together with 
paintings Nos. 20 and 21, are explained in reference to the conceptualisation of forms. 
Included is an analysis of structures evolving from codification; juxtaposition,  
disparate imagery, diverse spatial concepts, the gestalt, the trope, ambiguity, and 
contextual completion. The use of equivalent forms; thin grounds, opacity and 
transparency, fragmented colour, and glazing, also led to discoveries about 
conceptualisation. 
 
Section 3 The Constellar Model 
Incorporated in the final paintings are the new insights gained from the research 
described above. The paintings therefore present a model informed by every aspect of 
the research to date. They are the synthesis of many interdependent influences. As 
Venturi (1964 29) concluded, artworks are complex structures, seldom defined by one 
specific cause but rather are determined by the sociological, intuitive, psychological, 
formal and historical conditions of their production. 
 
In these concluding paintings I have purposefully juxtaposed diverse images to create 
new meanings. It is timely here to identify an emerging theme running throughout these 
works.   Even  in  the  earlier  works,  those  without  a pre-determined referent, I have a 
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propensity to analogize towards the human form. This element of homocentricity is 
further realised in the later works as I attempt to reveal particular expressive aspects         
of the body as an indicator of human frailty and strength, curiosity and concern, 
indifference and struggle. This images either directly or vicariously (in the language 
structure of space/time compression) expose the body as revelatory of states of mind. 
 
These paintings were fuelled by experiencing in Europe, first-hand, the artworks of 
different cultures and historical periods. My previous practical work, and my 
enthusiasm for Rubin’s catalogue of his 1984, Primitivism in 20th, Century Art, 
exhibition at MOMA, led me to the masks and sculptures of Tribal Africa at the          
Musée de l’Homme. This experience has been the singular and most fortuitous event 
that has shaped the course of this research. The vibrancy and vitality of Medieval art 
observed in the Cluny Museum in Paris, which reflects the inventive modes of 
representation employed in depicting the human condition in that dynamic world of 
pre-Renaissance Europe, has also influnced the direction of the work. 
 
The Conclusion is expressed in this section through the Final Constellar paintings Nos. 
22-36 and drawings Nos. 15.1-15-7. These constellated language structures           
incorporate pictorial conventions of the past that have been decontextualised and 
reconstructed with the forms created in various mediums and described in Sections 2 
and 3. They present alternative structures of reality and are typified by heterogeneity 
and fragmentation. The concluding art works attempt to provoke a crisis in meaning, 
through the ‘locally determined’ inner logic of the formal structure, the complexity of 
multiple spatial concepts and the diversity of familiar (double-coded) and 
conceptualised form. Contextual explanations which incorporate Postmodern theory 
and position the work, direct the exegesis. 
 
Appendix 
The appendix contains appendices nos 1-6. 
 
These essays are entitled: 1. The Fauve Landscape, 2. a Visage Découvert, 3. Tribal          
Art of Western and Central Africa,  4. The Ammassalimiut Dance Masks of East 
Greenland, 5. Picasso’s Heads of the 30’s., and 6. Imants Tillers.  Each contributes in 
diverse ways to the pivotal role of the set in informing the heuristic research.
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Introduction 
The Topic 
The relationship between the topic and the artworks 
Artworks undoubtedly possess the power to move us. Just why this is so is revealed         
as a complexity of aesthetic qualities, ascribed meanings and conceptual     
underpinnings. The topic of this manifested research takes as its starting point the          
one dynamic of this complexity that encompasses all of these facets and is revealed in 
the totality of the visual language structures of the works. 
 
In this thesis, the Exegesis is offered as an exposition of the paintings, drawings and 
sculptures. In estimating the worth of each of the presented artworks, various aspects 
are brought into play: the intentions of the artist, the major theme and subordinate 
themes, the relationship of subject to facture, my comprehension of visual language,  
the epistemological foundations of the iconic structures and their definition within the 
canon of Postmodernism. 
 
Whilst the inputs of historical, scientific and linguistic theory have influenced the 
development of the ideas embodied in the artworks, these theories, together with  
social, philosophical and critical art theory, have structured an heterogeneous 
methodology. By virtue of this approach and the nature of the current intellectual 
milieu, this thesis resides in the Postmodern period. 
 
My research into what is collectively termed Postmodernist theory has reinforced this 
methodology and confirmed the relevance of the unstable relationship between sign  
and reference as a Postmodern concern (De Saussure 1974 42; Derrida 1974 20). The 
synthesis wrought between Postmodern/Late Modern notions of “intertexuality” in the 
acquisition of meaning in art, which I propose is effectively the ‘transfer of references’, 
and the conceptual role of visual language in defining our notions of reality, pervades 
this work. This synthesis is borne out most clearly in the artworks described in the 
concluding section of the exegesis. My fundamental intention has been to concentrate 
on the relationship between representations and that to which they refer in the ‘real’ 
world. 
 
Science does not claim that all is known about the physical world. No perfect     
analogon or ‘truth’ can exist about any object to which we can refer. We can concede, I 
contend,   that   artworks,   as   language   systems   with   propositionalizing  functions, 
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embody new information about referents/things in the ‘real’ world, through their              
ability to attract meaning. As a consequence the painting becomes the referent to           
which the spectator can refer as providing new information or a new way of seeing          
and hence a transfer of reference occurs. 
 
The topic therefore questions the relationship between the superseded concept of the 
normative as an attribute of things observed, and their pictorial stereotypical 
representations. I challenge the notion that such imagings possess a fundamental 
immutability as physical attributes, contending they are human, cultural attributions. 
 
It is proposed that the ‘referent’, viz., that which is represented, is in fact, an historical 
visual structure embodying cultural values, created by the human mind, as a model 
encompassing no more or less than that which the culture shares as knowledge of it. 
Equally this tends to suggest that our relationship to the perceived and conceptualised 
world is constructed and not merely recorded. 
 
In this sense it is generally conceded that modem art itself has altered the way we          
view things in the world. At the same time we acknowledge that the theoretical            
constructs of science have redefined and remodelled the material substance of                
physical existence. In broad terms the topic is incorporated at all times in the notion           
that our view of the physical world and of humanity is determined by the human                  
mind, and, as a consequence, works of art do not merely illustrate this aphorism but          
are part of the process of inquiry and expression. 
 
The first part of my inquiry in the practical sense, is in that aspect of my work which 
involves the images, their facture, and their relationship to the thing the viewer would 
envisage in them. This involves an investigation into the visual language of pictorial         
art, and the role that semiological theory has played in revealing the mechanisms of 
Denotation and Connotation. As visual language provides new possibilities, so             
perceptions of the world change. Some of these possibilities will become perceptual 
models; their original sources reverting to visual paradigms. It has been said that the               
history of painting is a history of nature. 
 
Being aware that the body of works which constitutes the greater part of my thesis          
will be viewed initially as a singularity, and that the individual works will be          
examined within the group, I shall endeavour in this exegesis to indicate the order in             
which I carried out the work and how the artworks came into being and the            
methodological procedures which had to be devised whereby the theoretical, historical          
and conceptual research was integrated from the commencement of the project. 
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Since it is physically impossible to break up the completed works into their component 
conceptual parts, (bearing in mind that the figuration, viz., the connotation carried out 
by the viewer, is subsumed into the denoting field) my intention is to deconstruct the 
works, figuratively. 
 
The method I have selected involves two chronologies. The first begins at the beginning            
of the research. This involves recalling only that which I knew at the time, without 
benefit of the fruits of subsequent developments. The second better reflects the  
finished result and the conclusions that I have formed. These conclusions are            
embodied in, and are the embodiment of, the signification of each individual artwork. 
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Section 1 
The development of the ‘transfer of the referent’ 
Introduction 
The topic ‘transfer of the referent’ came about initially through an exploratory process,             
and consequently the language and format of the documentation reflects the eclectic             
nature of the early work I began this exposition by first defining my explorations into               
the nature of reference and I refer to the phrase, ‘absence and presence’ in regard to 
referents in the categorisation of non-figurative and figurative representational art. I                
also raise the question of the compelling roles of analogy and chance in painting. As I                
am dealing with the fundamentals of visual representations, my initial enquiries 
necessitated the inclusion of a definition of visual language, its structures and                 
processes, as part of my epistemological foundation. 
 
The ‘Transfer of the Referent 
The following text summarizes the process by which the ‘transfer of the referent’                 
occurs. 
 
In all visual works of art there is a relationship to the physical world, if only in the                
sense that the work has a material existence and is made of commonplace stuff. As it 
functions as an artwork the viewer connotates images from the organisation of lines, 
shapes, colours, and tones, on the picture surface, which in her mind refer to things in             
the world with which she is familiar. This event is acknowledged and such works are 
classified as Representational or Figurative Art. (Alternatively other artworks rejected 
representation as illusion. These are categorised as Non-Figurative Art or Abstract                   
Art and I shall discuss them later in Section 1. The object in the ‘real’ world to which                
the image in the painting refers, is called the Referent. 
 
The store of perceptual images in the mind is acquired and so constantly updated, 
discarded, altered or expanded by the inputation of new information. This alteration               
can occur from the broad range of scientific ‘facts’ which, by adding new information, 
changes the meaning of the objects perceived. I will discuss this process later in Section              
2. 
 
In addition, I propose, changes can also be implemented through new and innovative             
visual   language   structures.    These   new   structures   often  disrupt  as they deviate 
from 
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the familiar. This would explain the difficulties that were experienced during the first             
half of this century when people were confronted by the works of the Cubist painters.               
We need only consider Picasso’s portrait heads of the 1930’s which were denigrated as 
misogynistic distortions and disfigurements of the female face. Picasso painted about             
what he knew of his subject’s head as well as what he saw. They were painted at a         
time when the world was only beginning to come to terms with relative notions of time             
and space. 
 
Kahnweiler (1971 32) reminds us of a hostile response to Monet’s Thames paintings 
exhibited in 1904. 
 
“At that time people must have seen something they recognised but they                    
must have seen it “distorted” so that it shocked them….Painting is a kind                
of writing. Painting makes us see the external world of men, and when this 
creation is new, when the signs invented by the painters are new, there               
arises this constraint, this conflict, the result of which people see the               
objects, but do not see them as they are accustomed to seeing them.” 
 
We now consider these Impressionist paintings to be depictive. 
 
An earlier, more notorious example which high-lights the paradigm shift in perception 
which occurred in the early 20th. Century, is found in Whistler’s autobiography, The 
Gentle Art of Making Enemies, (1890) regarding his libel suite against John Ruskin in                    
1877. Ruskin, the art critic, accused Whistler of “flinging a pot of paint into the           
public’s face.” By chance the pictures were also of one of the bridges over the River 
Thames. The transcript of the trial contains the following exchanges (Kerr 1993 162-                
3). Whistler is under cross-examination: 
 
“The picture called the nocturne in blue and silver was now produced in court. 
Whistler: “That is Mr Grahame’s picture. It represents Battersea Bridge by 
moonlight.” 
Judge: “Which part of the picture is the bridge? . . . Do you say that this is a 
correct representation of Battersea Bridge” 
Whistler: “I did not intend it to be a ‘correct’ portrait of the Bridge. It is            
only a moonlight scene, and the pier in the centre of the picture may not be            
like the piers of Battersea Bridge as you know them in broad daylight. As              
to what the picture represents, that depends upon who looks at it. To                  
some persons it may represent all that is intended; to others it may              
represent nothing.’ 
 10
‘The prevailing colour is blue?”  
“Perhaps.” 
“Are those figures on top of the bridge intended for people?” 
‘They are just what you like.” 
“Is that a barge underneath?” 
“Yes. I am very much encouraged at you seeing that. My whole scheme              
was only to bring about a certain harmony of colour.’ 
The verdict went against Ruskin but Whistler received only one farthing in  
damages.” 
 
Postmodern theory has rightly identified the problematic of reference due to the 
arbitrariness between the image as signifier (denotated and connotated) and the object          
in the real world. From this Postmodern perspective in the 1990’s, a review of the           
20th Century has effected a reconsideration of the relationship between formalist              
values in art and the mind generated images of nature. By the term nature I refer to the 
universe; its past and present and the totality of the perceived world. The              
relationship between the mind and visual language, in determining our views of reality,              
is the quintessence of this research. Gassett (Richardson 1971 8) explains the            
topicality of these concerns in saying that “the inspiration for artistic images has                 
moved from the object to its visual medium, light, from there to the artist’s retina, and             
finally to the interior of the mind.” 
 
The particular focus of my thesis therefore concerns a linkage between envisagement              
(the attribution of meaning) and visual language, specifically, language as a 
propositionalizing ‘tool’ to question our perceptions of nature. I propose a process of 
reversal can occur, in which a new and innovative image becomes the referent to which           
the spectator refers and which is later, via the mind, imposed on objects in the real             
world. 
 
Propositions in Paint: Non-Figurations 
At the most fundamental level, I began this research with a curiosity. Why is it that 
occasionally when I am absorbed in the process of painting there is a thrill of placing              
one colour against another, of seeing the possibility of a form emerge that teeters on           
the edge of what I know and the fleeting awareness gained from the precision of a                 
mark as it moves down the form? It seems to me that painting helps us recall what we 
know, extending these limits out until a new proposal emerges. My topic developed out of 
this fundamental curiosity of how lines, shapes, textures and colours can mean something.
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I would ask the reader to bear with my somewhat detailed explanation of the initial               
topic development as this provides insights into the discoveries I made in this early              
work which will give the necessary background information to the main body of works 
submitted for this award; the Constellar paintings. These discoveries were             
methodological and iconic, involving investigations into the use of chance and intuition           
and the way the recognition of form (analogy) occurs in the mind. The imagery which 
evolved from this methodological approach led to proposals of how forms connotate,                
that is, acquire meaning. This enquiry has been an essential aspect of the ‘transfer of                   
the referent’. These created forms were changed and developed further in different             
mediums, afterwhich they were used repeatedly in later works, juxtaposed with             
appropriated and culturally loaded forms to create new meanings. 
 
Paintings without referents 
Before commencing my Ph.D. program, the body of paintings I had carried out over the 
previous years were representational in the specific sense that I believed them to be             
rooted in ‘nature’, the referent was always pre-determined and therefore already          
loaded with meaning. A discussion with my supervisor, Mr. Rod Carmichael, about                  
non-figurative painting provoked my curiosity about the attribution of meaning to              
images that were mere shapes and colours. Thus began my research. 
 
When I look at Pollock’s Blue Poles Number 1L 1952, National Gallery of Australia, I               
am deeply moved. I am aware that this painting is accepted as one of the greatest              
artworks in this period in history and of this artist. Having said this and                   
acknowledging the dominant formal values of the work, I know that there are                
fragments and glimpses of the natural world in this painting, layered deep through                   
and interwoven spasmodically, rather than described in logical linearity. The painting                 
is a landscape of lines, marks, colours, and forms that chaotically configure into                
something I vaguely recognize as a part of the physical world. On this scant                
information I presumptuously name a referent in the ‘real’ world to which the image 
applies and ascribe a variety of meanings to this work. 
 
Other artists of the New York School were similarly concerned with elevating the               
formal concerns of their works to eliminate all external references. To this end they           
largely exposed and dismantled visual language with the hope that the spectator                  
would respond to simple geometric and gestural forms and their juxtaposition. The        
question I ask in light of my topic is fundamental. Did these shapes and forms                  
configure and become representational and meaningful forms? 
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Spencer (1975 657) answers this question as he refers to these non-figurative works.                
He believes these paintings create evocative, emotional states whilst the forms are 
analogous to objects in the real world. He says, “Pollock large abstractions create an 
environmental feeling” and Kline’s “black and white gestural forms are heroic and 
assertive”. Rothko’s (Seldes 1974 38) famous quote lays bare his intentions in painting 
with pure shape and colour: “I am interested in expressing basic human emotions-             
tragedy, ecstasy, doom and so on. And the fact that a lot of people break down and             
cry when confronted with my pictures shows that I can communicate those basic                
human emotions. With respect for Rothko’s intentions it seems the mind cannot                     
resist manipulating the pure shapes and colours to form into landscape. It may well                    
be that Newman’s austere forms, as conceptually important as they are, may not                      
stand the test of time as well as De Kooning’s pictorial representations of women in              
which the forms are powerful enough and familiar enough to carry the burden of             
profound meaning. Long after a new era is proclaimed (as it was by Greenberg in New 
York) the enthusiasm abates and we realise that art must transcend the immediate 
circumstances of its production and provide a new vision that has sufficient potency                  
to convince us of its worth. 
 
Kandinsky (Dutching 1991 59) recognised the function of art as the connection               
between the aesthetic and the human need to attribute meaning. He said,” If we begin           
to break the bonds which bind us to nature, and devote ourselves purely to                     
combination of pure colour and abstract form, we shall produce works which are mere 
decoration, which are suited to neckties or carpets”. Underlying Kandinsky’s words                   
is the supposition that works of art must signify or they can never rise above the                
status of mere pictures. 
 
Susan Sontag (1961 10) among others, proposes the view that non-figuration served to 
separate form and content. As we discover more about the process of art this would              
seem to be a major achievement of non-figurative painting, but one which may have            
served its purpose. Guston (Feld 1980 21) certainly does not lament its passing;                   
“There is something ridiculous and miserly in the myth we inherit from abstract art:                
that painting is autonomous, pure and for itself and therefore we habitually define its 
ingredients and define its limits. But painting is ‘impure’. It is adjustment of impurities 
which force painting continuity. We are image makers and image ridden”. To test                   
these assumptions of analogy and referential reconsiderations I began the following               
works. 
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The Aleatory Painting becomes a Reference 
Germane to this body of work, is the development of the notion of the ‘transfer of the 
referent’. Throughout this series I developed my intuitive responses to chance marks.             
This involved a conscious reading of the painting as it evolved and trying to develop a 
greater sensitivity to the subtleties of line and form and the properties of colour. 
 
Francis Bacon has identified the phenomenon of the chance mark as having a potential              
to configure. In his interviews with David Sylvester (1975 11) he reveals the aleatory 
nature of his method in which a referent appears sometimes surprisingly in the course               
of the work rather than prior to its inception. In a catalogue for Matthew Smith,                  
Bacon (Farson 1994 9) writes of intuition and luck as key protagonists in                 
contemporary painting. “Consequently, every movement of the brush on canvas alters              
the shape and implications of the image. That is why real painting is a mysterious                   
and continuous struggle with chance.” 
 
Painting can be seen as part of human inquiry as we note the parallel interest in chance             
and intuition in the fields of mathematicians and science. Henri Poincaré says “It is                  
by logic that we prove, but by intuition we discover’ (Arnheim 1969 274). Scientific 
theoretical models such as Uncertainty Theory embrace the notion of chance in the 
quantum micro world and attribute to chance an oxymoronic orderliness. (Bronowski             
1960 85) Monod’s (1972 110) endorsement of chance is unequivocal. “It [chance] is            
today the sole conceivable hypothesis, the only one compatible with observed and              
tested fact”. Mandlebrot says he has deliberately honed his intuitive abilities to be a 
positive force in developing his theoretical constructs of fractal geometry (Gleick 1987 
102). 
 
This body of work comprises a dozen paintings and about the same number of conté             
and pencil drawings of the images evolving from these paintings. These paintings are             
an attempt to understand non-figuration and the attribution of meaning.                   
Concentrating on the phenomenology of paint (Klein 1970 184) I paid attention to the 
formal values of shape, line, texture and colour, rather than to a subject or theme. I 
determined to emphasize the surface qualities of the surface plane, viz., to work on                 
the surface plane rather than the figure plane. I wanted to allow the formal qualities                   
of the paint to direct the image, rather than to adhere to any pre-determined outcome.     
These works therefore addressed the dichotomy of the wilful depiction of subject               
matter, and were purposeful in developing an understanding of the aesthetic                   
dimension of the work. 
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The paintings share similar formal characteristics. With a limited palette of alizarin,            
yellow ochre, veridian, black and white I aimed to depict space, through subtle and 
harmonious colour. I wanted to retain the integrity of the canvas through the                 
application of thin paint but at the same time build contrasting textures. The light             
reflective properties of these colours were emphasized. Palimpsest denotes the                
evolution of the paintings. I studied the visual language of Japanese prints,                  
particularly the use of the diagonal line as defining space, and employed this pictorial 
convention in many of these works. The dynamics of the diagonal line and                   
particularly the zig-zagging line were examined as a means to portray movement and    
force. Directionality and movement were also explored through a gestural language of 
vertical and horizontal lines. 
 
Painting No.7 Acrylic on Canvas. 
Painting No. 7 has a long history of production. Initially I began an investigation into               
the effects of the application of thin, evenly applied grounds and their effects on the          
spatial construction of the work. This investigation continued throughout the course                   
of the entire work. The ground in this particular painting is alizarin and veridian. I             
wanted to preserve a large area of this ground as part of a rich variety of textures.                
Some areas of the painting remained and others were obliterated. An intuitive                   
response to the dynamic structure of the painting decided this editing; perhaps a                
sense of design, perhaps the way in which colours advance and recede, an excitement              
for certain colours or forms or the evocative effects of marks on shapes. In this work             
as with all the paintings in the series, I noticed my inability to resist analogising as               
chance marks might suddenly attach themselves to a pre-existing form and be                
recognised as containing an element of familiarity. Soon after the inception of each              
work I wittingly hunted for the image in the paint. 
 
Once vertically worked, this painting now rests in the horizontal position as the figure             
field claims dominance over the surface plane. The upper body and head of a man,            
situated in the foreground of a flood plane bordered by rolling hills, configures into 
recognisable form. Subsumed into the head is another much smaller head and unlike                
the more dominant image this much smaller, secretive head has its eyes open,                  
indicating the subversive stirrings of anxiety in an otherwise confident persona. These 
forms, I am told, need to be searched out. An ambiguity has been created between the 
figure field and the surface plane, simultaneously indicating the surface, emphasised                 
by the white and grey gestural marks encased within the alizarin shape whilst at the               
same time appearing as the torso of a man in the figure field. The gestural marks        
diagonally move back into the spatial plane of the picture. 
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This methodology typifies this series and indicates my initial proposal that visual            
language structures impose themselves on ‘things in the world’. The images in               
paintings Nos. 1-12 are not stereotypical representations of the human form. The                 
forms all evolved largely as a result of my decisions about the denotative structure of               
the paint. They were made according to the potential I perceived in the language                               
structure of the painted forms: the potential, observed towards the final stages of the              
work, to offer a new or alternate view to the perceptual model of the figure in the 
landscape. 
 
Despite a certain familiarity, these images require the spectator’s speculation for 
recognition to occur as there is no learned facility or convention by which we can  
recognize the image. In other words they are not analogons. Unlike the mimetic 
representations of the Renaissance picture, or the photograph, television or film image, 
which we have learned how to read, the codal structure in these pictures needs            
explanation. To this end I continue this discussion of the denotative and connotative 
meanings of artworks and the propositionalising aspect of visual language with              
reference to those scholars who have contributed to this field of study. 
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The Development of Visual Language Structures 
Language as the Propositionalizing ‘Tool 
From my earliest paintings wherein I began to form an idea about the ‘transfer of the 
referent’, I considered the functioning role of language as a thinking ‘tool’ and sought 
elaboration of the definitions of language and its function. Carpenter (1976 26)              
discusses the power of language in his book Oh, a Blow that Phantom Gave Me!               
He said, “We accept that culture and language and other man-made patterns alter 
experience. . . . Language does more than label it defines, it tells not only what a thing                 
is, but also its relation to other things”. Wittgenstein (1976 43) also alludes to the 
propositionalizing aspects of language. 
 
As the distinguishing feature between mankind and other animals, the extraordinary            
nature of language is revealed in the development of the inner voice of man’s self 
consciousness. John McCrone (1991 2) in The Ape that Spoke says that “language is              
the tool with which all the mind’s special abilities have been fashioned.” He proposes             
that the way in which we create and change our realities is by trawling the pathways 
between sensation, perception and memory. 
 
Studies of brain disfunction and deafness clarify the conceptual function of language 
particularly in regard to the detrimental consequences of an absence of language in the 
deaf, in the formative years. By tracing the history of the development of Sign, the             
highly successful, visual language of the deaf, the complexity and subtlety of its inner 
structure, the “propositionalizing” potential of language is realised (Sacks 1989 7).             
Visual art language shares the same potential, enabling artists to articulate ideas and 
develop concepts (Arnheim 1969). 
 
The conceptual role of visual language is reinforced further outside the discipline of art             
in an article concerning the history of geological science by Rudwick. The author               
directs our attention to the educationally neglected area of visual literacy, attaching an 
importance to its development, equal to that of numeracy (1976 183). In exemplifying             
the development of the geological map, Rudwick (1976 159) proposes that the                  
abstract representations of complex topographical forms both seen and unseen                   
contain proposals for “causal and temporal” relationships at a deep “conceptual                   
level”. He goes on to explain the ways in which geologists make use of drawing to                 
develop topographical ideas. Similarly in the realm of palaeontology Gould (1989 85) 
brings to our attention the role of drawing as a research method used by Whittington              
in  identifying  the  fossil specimens  of  the  Burgess  Shale.  Using  a  camera  lucida fitted 
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to a microscope Wittington’s team, with great patience, made detailed drawings which 
revealed the diversity of the fossils. 
 
Art as Visual Language 
The examples cited above indicate the cognitive role of language and particularly                
visual language and a functionary relationship between visual language and research. 
Linguists have been attempting to define art as a language using this (function) and              
other criteria (meaning, structure, product). As I predicate this thesis on the research 
potential of visual language I draw the readers attention to those linguistic views                  
which have formed a significant part of my epistemological enquires. 
 
Linguists have been concerned that, based on their assumptions that all languages                
must possess at least two articulations (Barthes 1984 143), painting cannot be studied              
as a language as it does not confirm to this criteria. Consequently the question of              
whether there is such a thing as visual language has been problematic. Clearly we      
cannot assume as a ‘given’ a consensual definition of iconic structures as a language. 
 
In the broad Postmodern context, the position at which I have arrived, conforms to  
Burgin’s (1986 73) heterogenous definition of semiotics which encompasses “cross- 
disciplinary study” and incorporates notions of connotation through denotative             
structuring. The following views and explanations have enriched and directed the 
development of my understanding of visual art as a language structure. 
 
Cassirer defined the synonymity of art and language in terms of function, as symbolic            
and dynamic structures, the product of which is a separate entity, a thing in itself. In 
Language and Myth (1953) he considers the way in which symbols operate in              
language. He says: 
 
“…myth, art, language and science appear as symbols; not in the sense of real figures 
which refer to some given reality by means of suggestion and allegorical renderings, 
but in the sense of forces each of which produces and posits a world of its own. . . . 
Thus the special symbolic forms are not imitations but organs of reality, since it is 
solely by their agency that anything real becomes an object for intellectual 
apprehension, and as such is made visible to us” (1953 8). 
 
Visual language was thought not to be a “ready-made” language but created “as it goes 
along” (Collingwood 1958 275) unlike other languages, for example musical language 
which, it has been suggested, can be broken down to basic elements which are typified             
by  their  consistency.   Visual  language  can  be  defined  as  a language on the basis that it 
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brings to fruition conceptual ideas (Barthes 1984 50; Langer 1957 21 and 1953 237).              
Like all other languages it is a symbolic representational system [Barthes prefers the             
term “system of signification” (1964 9)] and is both imaginative and expressive. The 
expressiveness of art language according to Langer (1957 15), and Collingwood (1958 
269), is developed through the symbolisation of emotion, sensation and the intellect. 
 
The symbol system of pictorial representation differs from written language in that it                
is not a fixed system or as Jean- Louis Schefer says, “the image has no à priori                
structure, it has textural structures” (Barthes 1984 50). Barthes identifies the elements              
of language as “structure, text, code, system, representation, and figuration”. One can  
begin to understand the complexity of the denotative structure if one considers the              
infinite number of variables that are brought into play from the moment the second              
mark is drawn or painted as a response to the shape and colour of the paper and the            
colour, texture, density, direction, intensity, position, expression, etc. of the first mark,           
and so on. Goodman (1976 40) offers an accordant notion that visual language is              
typified by a dynamic relationship between those constituent elements of the codal          
system. 
 
I single out colour here for a special word, as a distinctive element in the linguistic            
system. For me colour is the seductive element of vision. Unlike our attitudes                    
towards line and shape which invariably are formed by their contingent relationships  
within each picture, colour stands alone, landscaped and re landscaped from without;             
from our experience and knowledge of fathomless green sea-depths and lush ferny             
forests, or glimpsed as pigment on the red suit of Chaim Soutine’s, The Page Boy 1928, 
Centre Georges Pompidou, or on the soft, creamy white painted canvas forms of Claes 
Oldenburg’s Ghost Drum Set 1972, Centre Georges Pompidou. 
 
Although Kristeva (1980 221) concludes that colour “shatters meaning and unity” and 
escapes the totalizing effects of any dominant code, she nevertheless proposes that                
colour is “heavy with semantic latency”. Describing its function, she says: “colour             
does not suppress light but segments it by breaking its undifferentiated unicity into             
spectral multiplicity. . . . It provokes clashes of varying intensity.” Kristeva must be              
aware that in relegating colour to a phenomenological description she has not                
disposed of its meaning. As Wittgenstein (1967 64e) expounds, the colour (red) can               
be explained (in like terms) to the blind but the experience of redness cannot be other          
than shared. 
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Mind-Generated images: A Binary System of Language Analysis 
The image evolving on the canvas through all these denotative elements becomes a 
dynamic structure acquiring a life of its own as it grows; configuring and becoming             
laden with meaning as it connotates. From this point Postmodernism is seen as a re- 
evaluating procedure, as it proposes a departure from the former Formalist exclusive 
aesthetic assessment of structure, to acknowledge the role of the mind in the                
attribution of meaning to artworks. Where once the terminology of form and content 
sufficed to explain an artwork, a more complex relationship has been defined and is, 
according to Barthes (1967 48), characterised by the inseparability of the protagonists.          
The continual “oscillation” between denotative (sign) and connotative (signifier) fields, 
creates the signification. These elements of denotation (the physical surface of            
pigmented marks) and connotation, evolve respectively on the surface plane, and in            
the figure field in the human mind. The mind analogizes, configuring the image in             
which the meaning is subsumed and achieves meaning. Burgin (1986 73) prefers to 
consider signification to be multifarious, a result of the intersecting of different texts,  
which in the space between the “object and viewer”, they reflect a plethora of              
meanings. This process he describes as “intertextuality”. 
 
Wollheim (1987 21) similarly defines a binary system in the perception of paintings.             
In his notion of Seeing-In and Two-Foldedness he also acknowledges the figure field             
and the surface plane in his explanation of the phenomenon of the recognition of 
configurated visual forms. He proposes that three agents, “the mark, surface and                  
edge” are transformed by the intuition of the painter in the process of representation.                
He calls this activity “orienteering” a term first used by Carmichael (1983) in regard to 
painting. As surface plane and figure field appear to separate, Woliheim claims 
“twofoldedness” occurs wherein the “image” configures and is envisaged. Seeing-in                
occurs at that moment when the mind observes a switch from surface to the interior                 
space of configuration and meaning. My somewhat formulistic summary does                
Wollheim a disservice because the theme he tackles is the major area of difficulty in art 
today: what is a work of art? 
 
I have, in the course of this exegesis, referred to each of the pairings referred to above 
where I thought it relevant to the point I was making. In summary these pairings are 
identified as:- form and content, denotation and connotation as defined by Barthes               
(1977 17-21), figure field and picture field, (Carmichael 1982a 29-30), signifier and 
signified originating in the writings of De Saussure (1974 66), and “seeing in” which 
Wollheim attributes to Wittgenstein (Wollheim 1987 360). It is Heidegger’s (1977 162- 
168)   concept   of   “Being”,   to   which   is   added  the  notion  of  “becoming”,  that  best 
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encapsulates this thesis topic, as it explains the relevance of connotation to the notion             
of the ‘transfer of the referent’. Heidegger calls the subject of the painting the               
equipment by which the painting, as paint on canvas, embodies the essence or “truth”             
of the subject. He qualifies this statement further in saying that the paint uncovers              
the essence of the subject. This is its “being”. Mulhall (1990 195) provides a             
commentary on Heidegger’s idea of “being’s “Not merely the thing itself depicted by the 
artist but rather the essence of that thing has taken dwelling in the iconic work.” 
 
The potential of the image to ‘become’ is activated as the mind colludes with the image 
attributing meaning from a mental store of accumulated knowledge. The ‘becoming’  
image imposes itself on a thing in the real world. The intellectually constructed 
image/meanings derived from analogous forms in the iconic structure of the painting, 
‘become’ the referent to which the spectator refers. The referent therefore resides in the 
painting rather than in the ‘real’ world. 
 
The Importance of Analogy in Connotation 
When Dawkins refers to the human mind as an “inveterate analogizer” he              
acknowledges the inevitable response of the mind to find the familiar in the unknown  
(1986 195). Wilson (1984 75) also discusses the central role of analogy in both art               
and science as a mental tool by which we hypothesise and learn. If we consider the 
propensity of the mind to analogize then, at the risk of stating the obvious, works of               
art must in varying degrees refer to familiar things in the world. How else would they 
acquire meaning? Just how the mind functions in this regard is largely a mystery,               
however it seems clear, that broadly speaking, the mind is able to expand/change to 
accommodate or synthesize new information and therefore recognizes in the future,               
new models of depiction or what we could call concepts. Arnheim proposes that our 
recognition of objects depends on matching perceived images with established               
structures of the mind (1969 90). Gombrich’s (1960 92) notion of schema and correction 
similarly alludes to this phenomenon. 
 
From Renaissance times there is evidence to suggest that painters have been aware of            
the mind’s ability to accommodate and adapt when confronted with new visual 
information. Leonardo’s famous quotations tells us this is so and describes his 
understanding of analogy. 
 
“ you should look at certain walls stained with damp or of stones of          
uneven colour. If you have to invent some setting you will be able to see in 
these the likenesses of divine landscapes, adorned with mountains, ruins, 
rocks,  woods,  great  plains , hills  and  valleys  in  great  variety;  and  then 
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again you will see great battles and strange figures in violent action, 
expression of faces, and clothes, and an infinity of things which you will be 
able to reduce to their complete and proper forrns.” (Trattato, para 63) 
 
Durer’s View of the Val d’Arco, 1495 c. Louvre, further provides an early example of             
the artists interest in and propensity to analogize as he describes, in this painting, a             
human face in the rocky outcrop. Mantegna illustrates his understanding of the                
process by calling on the mind of the spectator in St. Sebastian 1455-60c.         
Kunshistorisches, Vienna, to recognize the figure of a horse and rider in the clouds to             
the upper left of the martyred St Sebastian. The horseman in the clouds defies the              
logic of the painting yet the configuration supplies enough information for the observer              
to detect a duplicitous iconicity. Later in this exegesis I discuss the dualistic   
representations and double articulation, fully realised in the work of Arcimboldo            
(Barthes 1984 134; Cacciari 1987 275-296). In contrast to my own early paintings the 
referents for these paintings were pre-determined. Arcimboldo’s representations of             
animals, fruit and vegetables are mimetic perceptual models as was Mantegna’s             
horseman which was derived from a bas-relief carving of King Theodore. 
 
These examples, particularly in the work of Arcimboldo, show the work is based on 
decontextualised mimetic representations. These separate elements are in a sense  
analogons wherein the surface is undetected and a likeness is discerned in the fruits          
and vegetables portrayed. The composite head however is not an analogon. Like the 
photograph and the cinematic image many of the mimetic images of the Renaissance 
conform to Barthe’s (1977 17) view of the analogon. A cinematic exception that comes           
to mind is the Disney cartoon in which highly conceptualised, graphic, pictorial, 
conventions were developed (Bromfield 1984 206-243). Wherever the image is          
innovative and differs from nature as in most conceptualised forms, then these 
representations cannot be considered to be analogons even though they are analogous 
structures. 
 
As I have discussed, in seeking analogous forms in the natural terrain, Leonardo           
expected one mind to work with great dexterity, discovering the ‘familiars. In my               
own work, it became evident, that in some of the paintings, the degree of familiarity             
was almost negligible to some observers. More importantly, the sign was unable to              
carry sufficient meaning to arrest the spectator. At this stage questions arising from             
my methodology and the completed artworks now concerned the potency of the image            
and the mystery of recognition. Giacometti (Lord 1983 127) identified the problem of 
recognition. “In the finished work I have a tendency to rediscover transformed and 
displaced images, impressions, and events which had profoundly moved me (often 
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without my knowledge), forms which I feel to be very close to me, though I am unable             
to identify them, which makes them for me always more disturbing.” 
 
As I give an account of this next work I hope to bring to bear on this question the 
significance of analogous structures in painting and the acquisition of meaning through 
both the formal elements of the surface plane and the connotative field. 
 
Painting No.5, Acrylic on Canvas 
In this painting the referent came into sight only as the work progressed. The image                
has the vigour of a figure in action and although it is not descriptive, it is human in          
essence. 
 
I began painting No.5 intent on exploring the light reflective qualities of orange       
penetrating a dark surface. The surface, repeatedly scraped and rubbed back to the           
ground, consequently reveals a history of abuse. Tonking produced a mirage-like haze               
of orange suffused with veridian, and white mixed with purple. Connotatively, the               
thick, dark lines intersect diagonally, delineating a bent figure which moves towards               
the left and into the illusionistic space of the figure field. The directionality of the             
atavistic figure is strangely balanced as an oversized claw-like hand advances                
outwardly from the body challenging logical notions of appearance, time and space. I              
felt the image to be more successful than others in that it contained an instinctive            
animistic quality captured in the movement of the upright head and reinforced by the 
juxtaposition of the winged insect which appears to fly towards the human head and             
settle; its crimson legs hooked into the back of the figure. The picture is a contrast              
between the light airiness of the flapping wings emerging from a golden glow and the 
darkness of primordial human life. 
 
These early paintings posed many questions for me. Were these images powerful               
enough to engage the mind and in what way? Did they carry enough information to  
activate the mind and impose themselves on objects in the physical world? What             
were these structures capable of ‘becoming’? 
 
As the notion of the ‘transfer of the referent’ evolved, I considered these structural              
levels of denotation and connotation and how meaning is fashioned from the synthesis             
of each level. From my experience, it seemed to me, that at some point between             
denotation and connotation conceptualisation occurs; the formal elements of ‘being’ 
provide offerings which are proposals for ideas not yet realised or even thought of.              
These ‘becoming’ ideas later impose themselves on ‘things in the world’. 
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To examine the signification of these images, that is, their connotated meanings, I               
began at this point a process of transcribing my own images and so these images               
became pre-determined referents. It is a method that I have never abandoned because               
of its usefulness as a means of discovery. The following artworks therefore are                 
referents of referents. I have used these forms repeatedly and particularly in the final 
paintings, as described in Section 3. 
 
Images with Pre-determined referents 
 
Drawings Nos. 2.1-2.7 Conté and pastel on Paper. 
Using, as pre-determined referents, images from the previous paintings, I reworked the 
images, exploiting the evocation of human qualities to make them ‘more themselves’ as 
fully realised forms. I wanted to explore the accessibility of the image to the observer. 
Arnheim (1969 274) suggests, “Unless an image is organised in forms so simple and so 
clearly related to each other, it remains an incomprehensible, particular case. Only            
through the generalities of its appearance, is the imagined thing seen as a kind of thing                
and thus made understandable.” Wilson (1984 75) expresses a similar view by simply 
describing art as “on the edge of the familiar.” 
 
Drawings Nos. 2.1 -2.3 Pastel and Conté on Paper 
In these coloured drawings the images from paintings Nos. 1, 5 and 6 were redefined             
in a different medium. Movement qualities were emphasised through emphatic marks               
of determined directionality. These purposefully vigorous marks emphasised the                
surface plane. In drawings 2.1 and 2.2, I intended that the soft dry pastel create an 
equivalent of the muted textures in the paintings. In drawing 2.1 the resultant form is                 
a fleeting transient vision, the short varicoloured marks interweaving to produce an              
image palpitating but not quite captured; a meaning achieved through the denotated                 
marks on the surface. The work exposes the inseparability of the denotated mark and                
the connotated meaning. In the quality of the marks, so closely related to a               
configuration we recognize, that is, between which potency and recognition oscillate, a 
gowned figure emerges. The significance of meaning lies somewhere between the two 
levels. The oil pastel used in No. 2.3 facilitated a harsher and more vigorous structure 
which, like that in the original image, is dynamic in its expression of strong contrasts.            
The intensity and density of the colour and line enhance the strength of the drawing. 
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Drawings Nos. 2.4-2.7 Conté on Paper 
The language structures of these drawings vary considerably. Drawing 2.4 is the best                
of the series, the fleeting marks, embodying the sentiment of ‘determination’ also              
evident in the painted form. Drawing 2.5 deals with shape, as defined by hard,                     
precise edges and the movement of the figure through the space in the figure field: a             
non-illusionistic space defined by diagonal lines. Drawings 2.6 and 2.7 use painting               
No.6 as a referent. Here I explored the theme of the zig-zag form invoking weight              
bearing properties. My aim was to rotate the form and use a strong continuous line to 
construct a convincing image. 
 
Sculptures Nos.1-5 Plaster 
For the purpose of familiarising myself with the contemporary art collections not             
available in this country, I made a field trip to Paris and London. There I became                
more familiar with the work of Matisse and Picasso, among others, and noted the way               
in which these two artists in particular reworked formerly created images in different 
mediums. These direct observations confirmed my optimism in a multi-media                
approach to discovery. I determined to repeat the images I had developed in my own 
works, in a new structure and medium, at one with the comments of Jean Baudrilliard 
(1990 28): “Art knows full well that illusion is the only way to find anything, for if 
something is to be found, without being sought- this can only really occur by the  
alternative route of something else”. 
 
On my return I embarked on a series of small plaster sculptures to develop the             
generalised notions of the human form created in previous paintings and drawings. I 
attempted to evoke the essence of ‘humanness’ allowing the new medium to create new 
possibilities. The referent therefore was the iconic imagery contained within my own 
works, which, when transformed further would I hoped, reflect back on the human              
form. The sculpted works are only prescriptive in that they are a response to the fine 
wooden armature. 
 
Sculpture No. 1 Plaster 
In this sculpture I again used as a referent the image produced in the figure field of  
Painting No.1. The resultant sculpture consists of two simple shapes. The upwardly, 
thrusting, vertical, conical shape is blunted at the top by a small cylinder, this shape 
extending  outwards  at  a  50  degree  angle.   As  the  work  progressed  I saw an evocative 
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potential in the form, perhaps a determination in the elongated and downcast head            
and vulnerability in the exposed neck on narrowly defined and rounded shoulders. 
 
I attempted to create a trope for human qualities. The sculpture is as near to an             
equivalent form of the painting as I could make. It nevertheless yields new information 
evolved through the language of the plaster medium; it presents a model of calm              
stability in the rounded, grainy surfaces and broad base. 
 
Sculptures Nos.2 and 5 Plaster 
These two sculptures are representationally distanced from the original referent. They 
exploit further the idea of directionality developed in Sculpture 1, depicting the human 
form in a singular, angled position. I tried to work closely to the armature, the cotton            
strips occasionally revealed and whilst varying the curing times of the plaster,                
different surfaces have resulted. These are ‘bound’ figures by virtue of their restrained            
arms and obscured legs. I had intended to develop the idea of the form within the                
form; bound, constrained and encumbered. However, figure 5 shares none of the                  
pathos of figure 2. Surprisingly and with more than a hint of pleasure I saw the former 
figure develop a curious and knowing air of amusement and thought I must let it be. 
 
These very simple forms for me are not human forms in any mimetic sense yet remind           
me of human beings. I had seen this last form imposed on ‘real’ people and ponder               
how their bodies reflect their states of mind. 
 
Gombrich’s comments in The Image and the Eye (1982 32) gave me reassurance in my 
research path. He talks of an incident that occurred after attending an exhibition of                   
the paintings of Lawrence Cowing. After arriving home and looking down at his      
chequered kitchen floor through the distortions of a drinking glass, Gombrich suddenly  
saw Cowing’s abstractions imposed upon the floor. Gombrich calls this “inverted 
recognition- the recognition not of reality in a painting but of painting in reality.” 
Combrich’s recognition of this phenomenon, albeit vicariously, through the bottom of a 
glass, is closely related to the ‘transfer of the referent’. Gombrich acknowledges the 
observers role in this reversed process. Further to this I wanted to understand why 
sometimes this transference occurs and what variables are involved in its perception. 
 
De Saussure’s (1974 8) understanding of the arbitrariness between the image and the  
object and the role of the mind led him to conclude that “the viewpoint creates the           
object”. Jean Paulhan is quoted by Klein (1970 189) as saying the “referent” and “idea”            
no longer precedes the work of art. “Nature - or what trace we find of it within the               
forms  of  art  -  is  unfinished  and  ambiguous,  in  the  throes of a metamorphosis: it is all, 
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except reference or model.” Klein further elucidates by saying that a “reversal has 
occurred: the work now “turns its back on us” and now precedes its meaning.” From           
these notions we can conclude that Postmodern concerns about the problematic of the 
referent are pertinent. However I extend this notion further to claim that the referent              
does not disappear. It is merely a proposal after the image is envisaged. The point I 
continue to make is that envisagement is not solely a visual phenomenon but involves               
the mind in connotation. The following description encompasses this idea. The             
drawings although not easily recognizable as perceptual models of a human form, 
connotate as such. 
 
Drawings Nos.4.1-4.5. Mother and Child Pencil on Paper 
These drawings refer to an early sculptural form, not included in this presentation.              
From these pencil drawings, I gained a glimpse of how the mind forms concepts. The           
lump of plaster to which I referred was non-descript in a visual sense but I had always          
an idea about it as of the body; its forms entwined. My imaginative abilities were            
therefore brought into play to realise fully what I was seeing. 
 
In trying to describe the form as moving through space, the planes advancing and             
receding but abstracted on a two dimensional surface, the line I employed evolved as             
firm but tentative. This line was a dii response to my careful scrutiny to detect and             
record slight changes in the angle and dimensions of each planar form. The diagonal            
marks I envisaged as tracking through the form. The images that emerged were a far               
cry from the original sculpture, yet similarly anthropomorphic; a mass of heads and              
limbs pressing inwardly towards some nurturing centre. 
 
Drawing Nos .8.1-8.3. Revolving Forms Pencil on paper 
These three drawings refer to a modest and tiny sculpture of three human clothed              
figures, the representation of which was much more closely aligned to conventional            
modes of depiction than the referent of the Group 4 drawings. In Drawing No. 8.1,            
without resorting to illustrative marks, I sought to emphasize and evoke the qualities               
of human movement that were beginning to emerge. 
 
The pencil marks are entities in themselves rather than descriptions of the roundness              
or angularity of a body. Placed seemingly at random, they collectively re-form in the 
spectator’s mind to represent ‘bodiliness’. This idea is realised in the work of Michaux, 
who was, according to Francis Bacon, concerned about “remaking the human image, 
through a mark that is totally outside an illustrational mark yet always conveys you              
back to the human image.” (Sylvester 1975 61) 
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In these works I sought to discover, through the marks defining these bodies, new 
information about the referent. This information was not gained through producing a 
stereotypical and mimetic model of bodies moving through space but rather through a              
new representation made by sharp, jabbing marks often diagonally opposed. This                  
new model was arrived at through the formal qualities of the work viz. the visual           
language. 
 
Francis Bacon explains how this occurs in his paintings. “What I want to do is to                  
distort the thing, far beyond the appearance, but in the distortion, to bring it back to a 
recording of the appearance” (Sylvester 1975 60). 
 
The language structures of the drawings, sculptures and paintings in this section               
identify the procedure I call the ‘transfer of the referent’ and the creative circumstances             
in which it occurs. The complexity and relevance of analogy as a factor in recognition            
and the importance of a potent structure with the potential to carry multiplicit  
connotations. In other than mimetic representational models viz., perceptual models                 
of conventional modes of depiction that embody a ‘likeness’ to ‘things in the world’,               
the mind is still able to recognize equivalent qualities. In this next section, through            
painting and drawing, I examine the role of perception and conceptualisation in   
developing new and innovative structures of sufficient potency that they challenge our 
perception of nature.  
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Section 2 
 
Perceptual and Conceptual Models 
The paintings and drawings examined in this section contain various themes and 
subjects. The circumstances of the production of each differed to the extent that some 
have been painted directly from an observed ‘referent’ viz., a real selected object or 
vista while other paintings evolved from remembrances or they contained imagined 
forms. They are constructions in the sense that each piece synthesizes the information 
in denotated marks. In each instance, on completion, I look to these works to discern 
the circumstances in which the ‘j of the referent’ occurs. 
A new way of seeing through picturing, constitutes a challenge to those accepted 
conventions of depiction which in paintings we call perceptual models. I attempt to 
demonstrate that these perceptual models are challenged by conceptual processes, 
effectively through visual language. The images which had evolved from initial 
investigations, and which I describe in Section 1 were constructed and conceptualised 
forms rather than recorded representations of the ‘natural’ world. 
 
Recorded Images 
 
Painted images that do not dispute the stereotypical representations of the perceived 
world, but merely provide virtual likenesses based on either photograph or hand 
painted analogon, do so within an accepted and generally understood perceptual 
model of representation. These perceptual models are information systems that over 
time have been absorbed into our consciousness. They manifest our internalised views 
of ‘nature’ and notions of reality in the sense that they are of the mind and have no 
material substance. Even though these perceptual models appear to the majority of 
people as absolute truths, it is now well understood how they are externalised and 
therefore have been created. They are, according to Blocker (1979 88), conventions of 
depiction which deceptively present themselves as naturalistic representations. 
 
Colin Blackmore (1973 40-45) provides us with a good example of the way in which 
these conventions are developed. He has summarised the various pictorial devices  
that have been developed and used since the Medieval period (and before then, if the 
surviving examples of Roman painting are included) to express monocular distance 
perception. These he enumerates as: position in the field, linear perspective, textural 
gradient, size of familiar objects, shadow, overlay and aerial perspective. We know 
these naturalist representations to be percepts: “contingent” information structures 
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incorporating learned knowledge and cultural ways of seeing, that are activated by the 
senses. (Leshan and Margenau 1982 47). These percepts, which underlie our notions 
of reality, can only be determined culturally. In diverse circumstances, visual 
information may be interpreted in a variety of ways, constructing different notions of 
reality (Davidoff 1975 89). An examination of non-Western cultures confirms that the 
learned conventions of a society determines ways of seeing. Deregowski (1973 164) 
cites a number of studies of Tribal cultures whose recognition of photographs elicited a 
variety of responses, none of which concur with the Western view. Without the 
induced conventions of looking at photographs, the particularised abstract thought 
required for an understanding of depth perception for instance, is surprisingly absent. 
 
Watzlawick (1990 66) confirms the variability of perceived reality, pointing out the 
two different levels on which reality can be understood. The first level, he argues, is 
defined by the perception of objects and the meaning, significance and value we place 
on them. The second level involves the construction of the world from a multiplicity of 
options by thoughts, feeling, actions and decisions (1990 137). These definitions both 
infer the modelling and variability of our perceptions of reality. The role of art in this 
process is described by Leshan and Margenau (1982 184) who point out that the artist 
defines the cultural milieu as she searches for meaning, examines values and organises 
the cosmos into models of “space, time and state”. This modelling occurs, as 
Wittgenstein suggests, through language. He (1958 193) alerted us to the fact that the 
different ways of seeing an object which he refers to as “noticing an aspect” are 
ultimately dependent on language. In the domain of imagery, with its impact on 
reality perception, this occurs effectively through visual language. The challenge to 
conventional depictions of the natural world is infinite and ensures the endurance of 
art as a human activity. As, inevitably, new pictorial representations are created and 
validated, new perceptions are formed. These perceptions we now know are unlikely 
to be sustained and unchallenged over very long periods of time. Human activities, 
such as science and art, propose new models of reality which are eventually absorbed 
into our consciousness and become the new perceptual models. 
 
Kuhn (1977 351) refers to these new models as paradigmatic structures. Paintings 
which challenge conventional depictions and reflect a new model of knowledge, he 
defines as new paradigms. 
 
To exemplify these points specifically I refer to Masaccio’s The Expulsion 1425, Sta. 
Maria Novella, Florence. In this work the artist made the first significant break from 
the static statuesque recipe for representing human figures. His purposeful 
innovations included a new manner of representing depth of field, and the dynamic 
representation of action and movement in 3D space, based on perceptual evidence. It 
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was the new paradigm of perspectival space. When nature was later imitated, 
employing this developed Renaissance system of perspectival space, it was 
consequently referred to as mannerist art. Time was still frozen and its passing still 
unacknowledged and disassociated from space. All things were represented as solid 
forms. We now possess a greater knowledge of the physical world than that model 
asserted or could encompass. 
 
The Development of Perceptual Models 
 
It has been helpful to me to recall that the major challenge to ‘truth to nature’ began 
with Cezanne and has continued throughout this century. A paradigm shift has 
occurred through a challenge to the ‘mimetic’ model of representation. This former 
model was re-initiated in the early Renaissance period through the study of newly 
found Roman and Greek sculptures and further developed and refined up until the 
beginning of the 20th Century. The model is illusionistic and has been replaced by 
photography. It presented the spectator only with the figure field, concealing the 
picture field of denotation. Language structures, were therefore not understood 
because they were as visually undetected as the surface (Carmichael 1982a 11-12). 
The task of discerning and explaining how perception, and through it representation 
functions and is manifested in Modernism, has proved to be a challenge to the finest 
creative and analytical minds in the second half of this century. 
 
Modem artists of the 20th. century, have delved behind ‘appearance’ to incorporate 
and propose new knowledge structures about the ‘natural’ world, in their 
representations. I mention the following comment asserted by Max Beckman as only 
one which represents and summarizes a broad intent of 20th Century artists: “ The 
purpose of art is knowledge” (1974 15). He further articulates his painting aims in 
saying: “What I am chiefly concerned with in my painting is the ideality that lies 
concealed behind surface reality. I seek in the here and now, a bridge to the 
invisible”(l 974 7). 
 
Some of these artworks in this section explore the concept of ‘appearance’ as an 
attribute of objects and the impact of direct observation on representation. I am 
therefore proposing that this facet of the methodology that is, empiricism, is another 
way to facilitate the ‘transfer of the referent’; through a synthesis of observed reality. 
These works largely explore percept and concept and the bearing of each on the 
paintings and drawings. 
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Drawings Nos. 6.1 & 6.2. Skeleton  Conté, chalk, and white acrylic on paper 
 
The skeleton represented in this drawing was drawn from direct observation. From 
this direct engagement with an observed referent, I determined differences between 
the conceptual images created in the previous paintings (Nos. 1-12) and those drawings 
(Groups 2, 4, and 8), derived from a pre-determined and a directly observed referent. 
 
In the first drawing I concerned myself with an accurate depiction of the form as 
visually perceived as a rendition; an imitation of the object using learned techniques so 
that it had a predictable outcome because the nature of the appearance of the object 
was uppermost in my mind. 
 
In the second drawing I moved away from the mimetic and descriptive representation 
modelled in the first drawing, and, led by the thick, black lines of the conté, made 
generalisations about the forms. I wished to denotate the form succinctly and 
economically by non- representational and non- illusionistic marks; the chalk and 
conté sweeping across the forms rather than around them. This involved one 
apparently simple process; developing the conceptual as opposed to the mimetic 
linearities. To explain the concept further Carmichael (1994) says: “One can copy a 
form such as an eyelash but a defining contour is a conceptual structure. The human 
body does not manifest them on the skin. Similarly lines can exist schematically to 
describe a geometric form such as a square; straight lines, right angled when adjacent, 
and parallel when opposed, and each equal in length. To observe a cube from one 
aspect it appears as a square but has no such conceptual lines inscribed on its  
surfaces. The depictive lines now describe the edges of planes intersecting. In such a 
case the same line describes three different pieces of information defined by context”. 
 
Vigorous and associative denotative marks (‘lines of force’) typify this second 
drawing. Encased in the broadly defined shapes, the forms connotate to represent the 
dynamic form of the supportive and protective structures of the chest cavity, skull  
and long bones. Without the precise detailing of each rib which broke up the form, as 
in the former drawing, the solidity and strength of the chest is emphasised.  
Palimpsest indicates the process of assessment in the constantly reworked ribcage. 
The thin washes and white chalk never quite obliterate the traces of the fine and 
complex ribs and serve to suggest a transparent skin, a reminder of a former state of 
being. The meaning of the work is contained within the marks. The connotative field is 
redefined by the denotation. 
 
Representations that reveal more about the object than appearance enable us to 
expand our  knowledge of  the  world  by  the  provision  of  new  options for thought.  
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Gregory (1986 67) work on illusory representations has led him to conclude that 
“there is only a loose relation between appearance and accepted reality, and strictly 
speaking it is always a question what is veridical and what is illusory; most likely all 
perceptions are mixtures of truth and falsity.” Waddington concurs. In Beyond           
Appearances (1969 1) he said, “As we learn about the world of the mind, the micro - 
cosmic world, we learn that appearance is not all.” 
 
Invented Models: The development of the current milieu 
 
Our perceptions of reality in the Western World are mainly formed by the 
predominating scientific culture and consciousness of its power to define nature. If 
one accepts the theory that reality can no longer be regarded as immutable, social 
construction must take account of the consequent processes of change which are 
involved. 
 
It would seem to the layperson that we no longer have a commonsense world. This is 
generally assumed to have been exploded when Einstein published his Special and 
General Theories of Relativity in 1906, which incorporated his notion of curved space, 
and the coupling of space and time into a single entity (White and Gribbin 1992 21-36; 
Morris 83 13-43). Even today while everyone has heard of it, few fully understand it, 
while scientists continue to test its application in physics. 
 
The idea of the “ignorant” painter, working intuitively and without even a basic 
knowledge of the theoretical constructs that have replaced the old certitudes, was 
rejected as an absurdity by Duchamp (Meyer 1972 x). Such a concept is unacceptable 
if we consider that painting must be of its time, and of the future, rather than a 
deluded notion of personal expression or the acquired techniques of simple 
verisimilitude. 
 
The degree to which scientific theories shape the way we view the perceptual world is 
considerable and not new. Once again I refer to the wisdom and insightfulness of 
Leonardo in his cry for circumspection. 
 
“Those who are passionately devoted to practice without being in 
possession of science, are like the pilot who embarks without compass or 
steering, never certain of where he is going. Practice must always be based 
on a solid knowledge of theory, for which perspective serves as a guide 
and a gateway; and without nothing can be well done, in any type of 
painting, this being written by “Leonardo da Vinci, experience’s disciple. 
(Carnets. 11, 235). 
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Many writers such as Bronowski (1978 21) and Bann (1970 11) have discussed this 
conceptual parallel between art and science. Miller (1993) sees a bond of aesthetic 
representation between science and art. Richardson (1971 3) discusses a unity of 
purpose as typifying all the pursuits of an era. He qualifies his analysis of art and 
scientific models by saying: “A wise critic understands that everything without 
exception is symptomatic of certain aspects of a milieu in which it happened” (1971 
172). 
 
Filtering through to our everyday lives, notions of chaos and randomness, disorder 
and complexity create a world wherein there is no longer “empty” space; wherein 
object and observer fuse into an indivisible whole; wherein all our concepts of nature 
are inventions, created in the mind by the inputs of structured knowledge. These 
notions have been fed by such theoretical structures, in the main broadly grasped, by 
virtue of their complexity, as Quantum, Chaos and Complexity theories, to name but 
a few. 
 
With the macro-world explained in terms of space/time compression, a theory of 
quantum mechanics threw further doubts on notions of determinism especially as it 
affected the sub-atomic world. We are confronted with at least two contradictory 
models of the universe. Niels Bohr’s Copenhagen Interpretation brings together 
theories developed initially by Schrodinger and Heisenberg. He explains the behaviour  
of electrons; their position and momentum and their identification as either wave or 
particle, as unpredictable. The Butterfly effect of Lorenz identifies tiny differences 
and irregularities in logical and linear systems. Chaos theory (Gleick 1988 11-56) is 
thus defined, alerting us to patterns of disorder that are never completely duplicated  
in their minute detail. 
 
More recently there has appeared a new twist in the vexed question of our origins and 
our existence. Our desire for biological balance and order is not totally thwarted. 
Heralded by Chaos theory, Complexity theory recognizes patterns in the physical 
world which although inconsistent in their minor details, are evolutionary systems, 
resulting from collective behaviour (Stewart 1993 1-3). 
 
Whilst much of this theoretical construction has been carried out by mathematicians 
and physicists, biologists in dealing with fundamental chemical elements of human 
life, have also proposed models which closely resemble the complex orderliness in 
chaos proposed in the formerly mentioned models. Monod (1972 94) while attesting 
to “the role of random chance in the formation of sequences of globular protein”, 
remarks that each species is able to reproduce itself intact: forming a pattern of 
regeneration within a disorderly and complex world. 
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The perceptual world envisaged through the human eye and mind is dependant on the 
multiplicity of such information. Deeply encased in the artist’s psyche, the sum total 
of knowledge, experience and biological drives and that which we define generally as 
character, or individual personality, determines how the artist sees and creates forms. 
If one perceives the physical world in such an informed way, things in the world 
assume manifestations of such dynamic and vital qualities as we now know they 
possess beyond simple appearance. 
 
It is clear that we make sense of the world through the formulation and application of 
theories and that our perceptions are formed by the invented models created in the 
“current intellectual climate” (Appleyard 1992 2; Davies 1992 12). The models 
invented by artists are no less relevant to this than those scientific theories which 
shape our perceptions of the world. 
 
Constructed Images 
 
Invented models of art are no less conceptual that those of science, being the product 
of the human mind in its dealings with the natural world and how we view it and 
respond to it. The paintings referred to in Section 1 were constructed images, evolving 
from an additive, or synthetic process; the bringing together of elements which 
manifest a concept. I suggest that these images could be termed conceptual as they 
evolved as analogous structures either directly from the formal elements created in the 
medium,  or   as  equivalent  structures  recodified  from  previously  painted  images: 
referents to referents or as Michael Fried expresses it, “representing representations” 
(1981 94-127). In each case, the meaningful recognition of the language structure (its 
configuration and the attribution of meaning) incorporated a mind shift; a synthesis of 
ideas to realise the concept manifested and thus observed in the representation. 
 
These images are not imitations of nature but rather take on new meanings through 
their innovative language structures. From the above, the conclusion can be drawn 
that the attribution of meaning is an integral part of our definition of reality. Bearing 
this in mind, I examine the proposal that, by using a referent in the ‘real’ world about 
which we already have a store of knowledge, a proposition can be made through the 
language structure of the painting or drawing that has the effect of altering ones 
perceptions, through a change of meaning. 
 
The challenge to a Perceptual Model 
 
In 1991, while in London, I attended an exhibition entitled The Fauve Landscape. 
This  provided  me  with  insights  into  the  endeavours  by  some  early  20th century 
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moderns who challenged then current perceptions of nature with their depictions of 
mainly coastal scenes. By divorcing ‘naturalistic’ colour from the object and by 
emphasizing the surface plane, the Fauve painters provided a new view of the 
landscape through pure and unmediated colour. The following is an excerpt from 
Appendix No.1 
 
Derain and Braque dominated this exhibition. The impact of their work redefined the 
direction of my own painting and provided an input into some of my painting 
concerns. These concerns centre on space and imagery; the nature of referents, and the 
challenge to the paradigm of verisimilitude. 
 
Derain’s discoveries followed the achievements of the Impressionists and their theories 
of reflected light. The ideas of the Post-Impressionists on colour and form also influenced 
Derain. 
 
Robert Hughes (1991 132) considers Turning Road L’Estague 1906, Houston, (Figure 1) 
Derain ‘S greatest work. It is one of the most outstanding paintings in the exhibition and 
embodies Derain ‘s acute understanding of the interrelatedness of space and form. The 
inventiveness of the imagery is exemplified in the twisting tree forms of vermilion and cobalt 
as he disengaged the object from topical colour. Expressed in this landscape of yellow roads, 
cadmium red water and multi-coloured trees, is the vibrating richness of the Fauve world of 
 
 
Figure 1 André Derain, Turning Road L’Estague, 1906. 
 
colour. This was the new Fauve model of reality that defined the world not according to the 
way we see but as a vital and energetic expression of the world of light. 
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In a letter to Vlaminck, Derain explains the direction of his work: “I have the feeling that I 
am now orientating myself towards something better, where the picturesque mattered less 
than it did last year and I am only concerned with the question of painting. … If you are not 
looking for a decorative usage, you may just tend to purify more and more this transposition 
of nature I see no future except in composition. . . . we seek to free ourselves from the 
objective world. . . . I believe the problem is to group forms in light and to harmonize them at 
the same time”(Freeman 1990 39). 
 
Derain’s definition of the picture space in this painting reveals the complexity of the model he 
has created. The use of the oblique line, as observed in Japanese art, is used with great effect 
to define the receding space. The trees lean diagonally into the picture plane; on the right a 
yellow jetty cuts similarly across the water. Still retaining Renaissance perspective, Derain 
has used the diminishing size of figures and trees on either sides of the road to give a sense of 
scale. The two small figures languishing on the blue land mass help to define a deep space 
while contrasting against the larger red-skirted figure on the red ground. 
 
Braque’s much smaller paintings, exemplify the immediacy of the method of en plein air 
painting. 
 
I have found the empiricism of Fauve painters provided a useful model to aid my own 
explorations into understanding the differences between painting mnemonically and 
painting the observed referent. In the following account, I describe the way in which 
my direct experience of these paintings assisted me to consolidate my understanding 
of perceptual and conceptual models and at the soonest opportunity to try to emulate 
their activities by working en plein air for a short time. 
 
Paintings Nos. 7.1 - 7.9.  Parker River Watercolour on Paper 
 
Invading my mind as I looked to find the significant forms in the landscape, were the 
drawings of this particular coastline I had made over many years. The information 
and attitudes I brought to bear on this landscape for which I had strong personal 
feelings, I have no doubt shaped the depictive outcome. Wollheim’s complex and well 
argued explanation of what Gombrich succinctly refers to as the lack of “an innocent 
eye”; and Foucault (1973) calls the “archaeology of paintings”, is defined by him as 
“expressive perception”. He extends the attribution of meaning to take into account 
the psychological and experiential inputs which influence the artist’s special way of 
seeing as manifested in, and interdependent on, the act of painting. Applied to my 
own work here, it seems to me, that my own thoughts, emotions, feelings and 
knowledge combine to form an attitude about the landscape which I selected; the 
Parker River. This attitude is inherent in the painting process. 
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The series of Watercolours which developed are concepts, depicting a panoramic 
view. Wollheim’s (1987 131-138) insightful analysis of the paintings of Casper David 
Friedrich in this regard has been influential on this work. In these works, I know the 
sweep of the vista to be too wide and too high, yet strangely appropriate to  
encompass all manner of feelings and sightings of the past and present; the known 
view as well as the directly observed view and the view present but unobserved by the 
human eye. The paintings were therefore not mimetic but conceptualised form, an 
extension from what it is humanly possible for the eye to see in a stationary position. 
The theme is one of compaction. 
 
The Eye, the Brain and the Mind 
 
The consideration of the human eye provides another facet to our concept of reality. 
The visible world appears as it does because of the anatomy of the human eye 
(Dawkins 1986 77-109). Ross (Chambers 1982 16-17) refers to the paper published 
by Lettvin, Maturana, McCulloch and Pitts entitled “What the frog’s eye tells the frog’s 
brain.” He elaborates, pointing out that the frog’s eye only records those messages 
which ensure its survival, “. . . it is specialised for the detection of specific patterns”. 
We can comprehend clearly that other phenomena (those parts of human reality) are 
present but not recorded. What of our human visual perception and the reality we do 
not record? We can only conjecture about what is present but unseen. To understand 
this we need only to look to the works of Rodin. His vision, modified by severe 
myopia, created a different world for this sculptor, one that is reflected in an 
exaggeration of the more “prominent proportions” (Grunfeld 1989 20). In contrast, El 
Greco’s attenuated figures were thought to be aberrations that must have been created 
by virtue of poor eyesight, so inconceivable was the idea of the mutability of the 
perception of the natural world. My curiosity about the way the eye functions 
prompted the series of works I term the Tondo Paintings. 
 
Paintings Nos. 8, 9, 10 & 17 Acrylic on Canvas 
 
In this stage of my research I appropriate images from earlier works but have 
deliberately encircled the images in a tondo form, resisting the fenestrating conventions 
of the rectangle. I employed this mode to investigate the effects of this formation on 
the development of the language structure in regard to composition, space and 
meaning. The images appear as incidents, fragments of a larger vista. I employed the 
tondo also as a means of representing the way the eye appears to interpret  
information  with  centralised  clarity.  “Because retinal sensitivity is so restricted, the 
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eye can and must single out one particular spot, which becomes isolated, dominant, 
central” (Arnheim 1969 24). These paintings explore this concept. 
 
It is difficult to ascertain whether my reading of Carpenter’s (1976 30) discussion 
concerning vision and, in particular, aspects of clarity of line and its effect on the other 
senses, directed my interest in expressing hard and soft edges as part of my language 
structure (especially in No.8) but I suspect this is true. In any event this particular 
aspect of some of these pictures enhances a sense of rotation and fluctuation. 
 
A seminar with English artist Anthony Green raised my awareness of the mechanics of 
peripheral vision. Green’s painting concerns revolve around the size, scale and shape 
of the canvas and image. He paints on masonite to maximize structural flexibility. 
The huge paintings swell and contract as Green selects and deletes during the course of 
the work. The irregular edges of the oddly-shaped works defy the presence of 
peripheral vision. They are like ‘fractal’ works proclaiming the infinite. My works, 
(unlike Green’s paintings, which constantly expand the area of focus), enclose the 
image. As well as delineating the lateral limits of the human eye, the Tondo also 
impacts on the space within the figure field. 
 
Painting No.10 is dominated, like all these paintings, by the encircling, pale ground 
which is left untouched. Although this form is set apart, its austerity contrasting with 
the shadowy vague forms and non-descriptive marks, it pushes the central image back 
into a deep space. The tonally varied and cloisonnéd organic forms advance and 
recede; enfold and merge. Although non-figurative, these forms constitute an 
imaginary landscape in an illogical space. Likewise the standing female form is not 
descriptive in any mimetic sense but she anchors the work to reality. She is perhaps 
the sole figurative feature in the work and as she leans into the chthonian, murky 
darkness she gives meaning and scale to it. 
 
As I was painting each of these works I had a sense that the images demanded 
resolution towards diagonally opposing forms and the expression of particular 
movement qualities; the outer circle directs an ever diminishing focus towards the 
centre. Invariably all the paintings in this series exhibit qualities of centripedality and 
obliquity. These qualities I felt to be inextricably linked to the influence of the tondo 
shape. Arnheim (1969 267) reminds us that, “All shapes are experienced as patterns 
of forces. Modern physics goes so far as to assert that material shape is nothing but 
man’s way of seeing the effects of actions of forces.” The organisation of the 
perceptual field into patterns typified by rows and columns makes sense of the 
confusing data received about objects (Davidoff 1975 77). 
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The drawings I undertook at this time also developed, in their language structures, the 
concept of patterns of forces. I endeavoured to make a codal system for this idea and 
whilst using a life model as a referent 1 wished to synthesize this system with my 
observations. 
 
Drawings Nos. 10.1-10.9.  Nudes Pencil in Paper 
 
These drawings parallel those related to the Tondo paintings and it is perhaps not by 
accident that the two most successful of these works are figures caught in an instant of 
time, in a state of motion. These figures although perfectly stationary when 
empirically observed over a long period of time, are constructed as dynamic forms, the 
fleeting patterns of tiny marks, each one representing the holistic concept as it evolved 
through these marks. The concept and the denotative structure therefore fuse to 
signify a meaning of time/space compression. The previous works fed into these 
forms, vicariously through my mind, as knowledge, feeling, and experience: the ‘lines of 
force’, tracking through an indissoluble field of electrons; body, chair, cup, wall, 
‘space’. 
 
Empiricism and Mnemonicism compared 
 
The Van Gogh/Gauguin letters are rightly regarded as major documents of art and 
provided for me an additional impetus for a comparison between two different ways 
of working. The unease Gauguin felt for empirical study and the difficulties he 
experienced in working beside Van Gogh at Arles is expressed in his letters (Prather 
and Stuckey 1987 88). Reading over these letters it is evident that he equated the 
direct observation of the referent as mere descriptive representation despite the 
obvious conceptual achievements of Van Gogh. Gauguin preferred time to elapse 
before he entered the studio wherein he would synthesize all manner of information 
(1987 102). His work was, as a consequence, filtered and at least in part 
mnemonically based. 
 
I sought to compare the making of drawings and paintings directly from nature and 
the process of studio painting carried out largely from memory. The small watercolour 
seascapes and waterfall paintings are documented above as conceptualised works. 
They are also empirical works. Larger paintings of waterfalls were made from 
memory, to provide a comparison. I have selected Painting No.17 for the discussion 
of the theme which underlies the subject. 
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Painting No.17 Acrylic on Canvas 
 
A waterfall that issues from a small tributary of the Parker River is the subject of this 
painting. I recall with clarity an imbedded rock, a mass of water streaming down, and 
a receding rock formation among the trees. A more pertinent theme however arose, 
just as it did in my empirical works. This theme developed from the evolving 
representation, that is, the denotative structure of coloured marks and forms as I 
attempted to make an equivalent structure of these natural forms using non-illustrative 
marks. Encased in a Tondo the dominant formation at the centre of the painting 
configures as a cross. A new and ambiguous option occurred to me as the waterfall 
emerged as the configurated form of Sculpture No.1., with its head bent forward, the 
corporeal body became an analogous structure for the overflowing water. In this work 
I found a space to invent through juxtaposition and analogy within a recognisable 
framework. It is the germ of an idea that I developed further after a serendipitous trip 
to Paris, the fruits of which I will now describe as quintessential to the resolution of 
this thesis. 
 
In all the more successful works, that is, those with the potential of ‘becoming’, viz., to 
attract meaning, a conceptual intention defined the representation. Irrespective of 
whether I employed empirical observation or referred to my own imagery, 
conceptualisation occurred through the structuring of denotation. Consequently the 
reflexivity of the connotated meanings developed as the work advanced. The 
“expressive perception” I brought to bear on each of these subsumed fields of 
denotation and connotation defines the signification of the work 
 
The Extended Conceptual Model 
 
Some Postmodern analysts have established their theoretical parameters to narrow the 
focus on the conjectures that, a singularity of representation is problematic, and the 
role of mastery can be dismissed as a perfunctory factor in art (Owens 1983 58). 
Derrida (Ulmer 1983 87) also examines a range of modes of representation and in 
doing so considers it essential to categorise mimesis as “Mimetologism”, as a necessary 
means to challenge the system to which each representation belongs. To this end the 
contiguity of ‘referent’, historicism, and Structuralist theories of the origins of form, by 
virtue of heterogeneity and deconstruction, would seem to be an accordant notion. 
Notwithstanding that some Post-Structuralist theorists have, they believe, detected an 
incongruity in this synthesis (Krauss, 1985 2), I contend that my paintings 
demonstrate that semiotics and philosophy of art draw these elements together, 
building on the theories of Collingwood and his followers. 
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These paintings create new meanings derived from disparate historical sources, as 
allegorical and parodic form (as defined by Linda Hutcheon, 1985 1-29) effectively 
through an historic study of denotative and connotative visual art structures. These 
studied meanings are generated through the language of paintings Nos. 20 - 36. 
 
My discussion extends here to those past representations we regard as other than 
mimetic; those perceptual models which are neither verisimilitudes, ‘naturalistic’, nor 
are deemed to possess “lifelikeness” (Wollheim 1987 72). I will now concentrate on 
those models which draw together new structures of information and challenge our 
view of the ‘natural world? and which are initiated conceptually rather than 
empirically. 
 
In this account I shall chart the course of the development of the Constellar model. 
While these latter paintings superficially may appear to be based on a series of 
appropriations and parody, they have in fact been achieved through a deconstruction 
and reconstruction of visual language models of the past. I based this methodology in 
part on the conscious examination of paradigmatic structures as proposed by Kuhn, 
(1977 351), who argues that these “accept models”, or “problem solutions”, can be 
found in pictorial conventions of the past, embodied in specific works of art. 
 
In seeking first-hand experience of these historical conceptual forms I extended my 
research, through a field trip, to those Paris museums whose collections are seminal to 
the topic of my research work. 
 
The black African art in the Trocadéro is of particular importance to early 20th. 
Century modern art. The art of l2th - l3th Century Europe at the Cluny is superbly 
represented, as is the revolutionary painting of the High Renaissance in the Louvre 
Museum. I was confronted with the evidence that the great achievements of modern 
art were based on the detachment of the language-based image from its referent. The 
evident continuity of painted representation assisted me in first identifying, and then 
resolving, formal painting problems and to try to understand the generation of 
meaning attached to ‘image’, through sign and signification. 
 
In all these collections, those representations of ‘things in the world’ that are depictions 
of humanity are connected by their propositionalising aspects about ‘humanness’, and 
must have challenged in their time the ‘appearance’ and meaning of the then visible 
and perceived world. 
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The Medieval Model : Realism and Naturalism 
 
The beautifully restored Musée de Cluny brings together, in the harmonious 
surroundings of the ancient Gab-Roman baths of Lutetia (as Paris was then known) 
and the adjacent Hotel de Cluny, one of the most important collections of Medieval 
art in the world. Of particular interest to me was the collection of 12th and 13th 
century stained glass windows, two dimensional in leaded construction yet 
deceptively solid through their perfection of form and brilliant colour. Of the 
tapestries of the 14th and 15th century the jewel is The Lady and the Unicorn series, 
which contrasts, in its flat depiction of the human form, with the dynamic realism of 
the polychrome sculpture and painted panels, of the same period. Even though the 
chronology and cultural diversity is broad the collection is typified by a cohesiveness 
of representation, not least in its concentration of works which employ pure, vibrant 
colour. 
 
These works, whether in cloth, wood, glass and stone, signify a mix of secular 
narrative and religious ideology but are bound together by a realism that is segmentary  
in its focus on fragments, rather than through a presentation of a logically unified 
whole. These dynamic representations were the information structures of their times 
and are typified by a formal language often picturing asynchronous events. ‘Natural’ 
forms appear as a concentration of their essential qualities, or emphasize specific 
important particulars of the form. Of flexible proportion, their lack of regulatory 
idealisation renders these images unnervingly ‘realistic’. In the tapestries these often 
form aggregations on a backdrop of flat, depthless, coloured ground, randomly strewn 
with flora and fauna. An evocative expression of vibrant colour models the graceful 
forms of the painted panels, most of which originated in Northern Europe. 
 
My interest in illuminated manuscripts was first sparked by seeing facsimiles of the 
paintings of the Limbourgs, the Boucicaut Master, and The Master of the Rohan 
Hours, and further extended by the 15th Century prayerbook, The Wharncliffe Hours 
in the National Gallery of Victoria. Cluny’s collection of illuminated manuscripts 
includes two major Books of Hours from the beginning and middle of the 15th Century 
which depict the Labours of the Months, and are closely aligned to the pictorial 
conventions employed in the other representations of the medieval world. 
 
While in Paris an exhibition entitled á Visage Découvert (The Naked Face) was 
sponsored by the Foundation Cartier at Jouy-en-Josas on the outskirts of Paris. In 
assembling these works curator Jean de Loisy’s stated intention was to pay homage to 
the  authority  and  complexity  of  the human face as a powerful and enduring subject 
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throughout the history of the art of many cultures. Prioritizing the aesthetic qualities 
of the artworks above their historical, social, and geographical contexts, he 
deliberately avoided categorization (De Loisy, 1992 2). To this end the assemblage 
represented a undifferentiated diversity of cultures and epochs. Tribal art included a 
Fang mask from Gabon, a devil mask from New Caledonia, and an Ammassalimiut 
mask from Greenland. Ancient art included a white marble head of Buddha and a 
Cycladic sculpture dated around 2700-2300 b.c. Auerbach’s small portrait David 
1991 manifested the almost non-figurative approach to portraiture of the London 
School. Arcimboldo’s Flora is a rarely-seen example of his allegorical works from the 
Viennese court of the 16th. Century. 
 
For me the importance of this exhibition lay in this great diversity unified by its 
thematic approach. Embedded in the iconic structures of such an eclectic collection of 
artworks is a visual history of the natural world and of man’s conceptual power. The 
idea of art as a progression through history, is questioned by the sophistication of the 
featureless face of the standing nude female figure of the ancient Cycladic culture 
which possesses the concentrated refinement normally associated with modern art. 
 
Amongst the numerous depictions of the human face those which had the appearance, 
albeit false, of a common stylistic source, were placed side by side. In my view this 
stylistic categorisation could have encouraged misleading conclusions. 
 
In this extract from Appendix 2, I consider this danger. 
 
Although visually similar and purposeful in a general sense, the casual juxtapositions of 
tribal and modern Western art misrepresented the facts. Picasso’s  Head of a Woman 1940, 
and Modigliani’s Study of a Head for a Sculpture, 1912, were, respectively, positioned near 
an Aminassalimiut mask from East Greenland and a Fang mask from Gabon. Conclusions 
drawn from these connections are questionable. Picasso ‘s early sources did not extend to the 
niasks of East Greenland. These did not enter the Musée de l’Homme until the mid 30’s. By 
that time Picasso’s fragmentary and multi-dimensional structures had already been 
established. Similarly, in regard to Modigliani, Werner (1962) warns of the danger in  
making superficial stylistic connections. The conventions Modigliani incorporated and 
challenged were numerous. They ranged from the Greco-Roman (Wilkinson 1984); tribal 
African (Goldwater 1986), Egyptian, (Balas 1981) to the work of his contemporaries and in 
particular Brancusi. (Wilkinson 1984 Werner 1962) Needless to say Modigliani worked           
from memory, “keeping a distance from his sources”; these sources becoming enmeshed in 
an original conceptualised form (Wilkinson 1984). 
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Disregarding the shortcomings of the curatorial agenda, the exhibition provided an 
introductory sample of the conceptualised forms to be found in the Musée De 
l’Homme and the Musée des Arts Africaines et Océaniens. 
 
The Conceptual model of Tribal African art 
 
A great debate continues to rage about Tribal artefacts and their representation as art 
in a Western context. It has been provoked largely by William Rubin’s exhibition at 
MOMA in 1984 in which, building on the research of Robert Goldwater, he identified 
certain examples of Tribal art as important catalysts in the early development of 
Modern art. Contributing to this debate is the Postmodern reassessment of  
Modernism and French philosophical thought which includes notions of 
Existentialism, “Otherness”, and the rejection of the metanarrative, of which Euro 
centricity is a significant part (Hiller 1991; Harvey 1989). 
 
For a more detailed account of the issues involved in this debate I refer the reader to 
Appendix 3. The point I wish to make here and will expand later in this exegesis, is 
that African Tribal art as observed by Picasso, Modigliani et al. in the Trocadéro 
(renamed the Musée de l’Homme), manifested for these artists then, and still does for 
us now, concepts of the human form that are unique in their power to move us through 
their demonstrated insights into human existence. 
 
In common with all artworks these works are systems of information, reliant on their 
denotative and connotative language structures. At the time in history when Picasso 
stood before the ill-named ‘curiosities’ in the austere cabinets of this anthropological 
museum, the ‘intellectual climate’ in which he moved enabled him to recognize them as 
formal information structures and to be moved by their evocative and emotive forms. 
 
Now equally informed, we are able to envisage the representations of Picasso et al. as 
synthesized and complex forms incorporating transferred referents, some from tribal 
art, which though retaining a trace of their origins become available to us as new and 
innovative form. 
 
The following excerpt from Appendix 3 is a discussion of the conceptual 
underpinnings I identify in African art, citing some of the examples I examined in the 
Musee de l’Homme and elsewhere and analysed in this critique. 
 
In the formation of concepts, as observed in the iconic representations of all artworks, it is 
likely that the role of codification and analogy are significant factors. The synthesis and 
juxtaposition of disparate elements; through the processes of serialisation, ordering, stacking, 
inversion, geometrification, simplification and integration, facilitate the making of alternate 
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representations which challenge our knowledge of the perceived world. These connections 
rely on ‘differences’ or the combining of multiple systems, for example totemic form in 
African art. Gregory Bateson (1980) suggests that “all innovation depends on the principle 
of differences“. Through visual lt structures these differences are explored and percepts are 
brought together; challenged and rearranged in response to the initial mark or form made by 
the artist. The concepts developed through this process are realised ideas. More often than 
not, it has been proposed, they are based on generalities. Fagg confirms this process in 
regard to African art, referring to sculptural forms as general representations which convey 
an idea (Elisofon and Fagg 1978 14). Paul Wingert (1962 135) concurs in referring to: “the 
use of generic or non-individualised shapes and details to interpret sculpturally the character 
or quality of natural forms. “ For example symmetry in African art could be seen as a 
generalising process negating the tendency towards idiosyncratic representations and 
overriding the desire to render the same detail in the form as was observed in the referent. 
Bateson proposes that symmetry is a universal characteristic of creatura. He goes on to refer 
to symmetry as the “pattern which connects “(1980 9). An understanding of symmetry as an 
essential cornerstone of living things may be axiomatic in our observance of nature. 
 
Susan Vogel, the Executive Director of The 
Centre for African Art in New York further 
explains the development of ideas in African 
art (1986 12). “African artists....seldom 
portray real people or real animals, but rather 
ideas about reality that are expressed through 
reference to the visible world....African 
sculpture is thus the result of a highly 
intellectual and abstract process of translating 
ideas, concepts, and values, into physical 
form.” Leuzinger (1972 19) agrees that the 
“logical planning of the work is based on an 
idea “. 
To exemplify, I refer to what is arguably the 
most conceptual model in African tribal art, a 
Reliquary Figure of the Mahongwe of Gabon. 
(Figure 2) 
These Mahongwe and Bakota reliquary 
figures were some of the earliest African 
artworks to be introduced into European 
society. A similar Mahongwe figure was 
collected in 1881 (Vogel 1985 147) and 
resides with other similar forms in the Musée 
de l’Homme. 
 
 Figure 2 Mahongwe, Reliquary Figure Gabon. 
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Reliquary figures, termed bieri, are the guardians of the ancestors. They watch over the 
baskets in which the bones of their dead are preserved (Paulme 1962 115). The tribes along 
the equatorial forests, the Mahongwe, the Fang and the Bakota, all observe the rites of the 
ancestral cult. 
 
Conceptualised as a truncated saucer, the concave head represents one of the most general 
characteristics of African art. Why this form is so prevalent is as yet unanswered. 
 
The continual movement and interaction of the tribes in this area may account for the 
similarity between the previously noted tribes. Concave facial forms are also found among 
tribes at great distances from Gabon; the Senufo, Guere and Baule of the Ivory Coast, the Ijo 
of Nigeria, and the Wabembe and Batabwa tribes of the Eastern Congo, to name but a few. 
 
The construction of the figure is simple. A cylinder forms the neck, a shape that is often 
repeated at the top to represent the top knot of hair. The face is an oval, wooden dish onto 
which are nailed in parallels, very fine strips of brass. These enhance the strict symmetry and 
formality created by the centrality of the plain, vertical, brass forehead which transmutes into 
a mouth formed by vertically splayed strips below two piercing and conical eyes and a 
pencil- thin nose. The proportions of the face emphasize the all seeing, all knowing eyes, tiny 
in comparison with the huge head. The gently curved concave form reminds one of a satellite 
dish, perhaps with the same purpose. No other type of tribal culture brings together a more 
generalised view of mankind, calm and stately, and in perfect balance. According to Vogel 
each reliquary figure represents the ancestral founder of the clan (1985 148). 
 
These figures are as far removed from the Western notion of portraiture as is possible. There 
is no doubt that in order to create such a convention of depiction, conceptualisation of a high 
order and complexity occurred. It is interesting to conjecture that if perception depends on 
what the mind already knows, then what does the African see when he views this replica of 
his ancestor? Does he see his ancestor, knowing that it is him, or does he see a generalised 
representation of mankind? 
 
Fagg raises the question of portraiture and naturalistic representation in African art, that is, 
art embodying resemblance through observation. Fagg and Plass (1964 65) develop the 
thesis that “ is indigenous in the art of Africa. Their use of the term “naturalism” is best 
explained in reference to African art as a model originating in observed reality: not how 
things look but how they are generally thought to be. 
 
For example, I suggest that, to the Western eye, the sickness masks of the Bapende, although 
appearing to be distortions from the ‘normative’ are in fact conceptual depictive models that 
refer to elemental traces of their origins in perceived reality. From the point of view of this 
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exegesis I would prefer to use the term 
realism, rather than ‘naturalism’ as the 
latter infers mimesis. 
 
The degree to which the artist’s          
observation of perceived reality is         
implidt in innovative visual language 
structures is clearly indicated in the 
depictive masks of the Bapende tribe.          
I persist here with another excerpt to 
consolidate my contention that a  synthesis 
of observed information             from ‘real’ 
life, that is perceived and recognisable 
information, can be identified in new 
conceptual models. 
 
Descriptions offered from notable scholars 
of Bapende art (Biebuyck 1985, Bodirogi 
1965,    Olbrecht    1946    Maeson     1950) 
 
 
Figure 3 Bapende Mask (Mbuya), Zaire.
illuminate difficulties of the appreciation of Tribal art according to Western taste and 
culture. Biebuyck (1985 84) quotes the above mentioned scholars in describing the masks as; 
“strikingly realistic with eyelids cast down, fleshless sunken cheeks, broad, jutting 
cheekbones, nose with tightly stretched skin, and convulsively finished mouth.” He assumes 
these are death masks. Rather than an embodiment of the spirit world, I suggest they are 
observed from life as the following analysis attests. 
 
This Bapende Mask (Figure. 3), typical of its type, is characterized by a delicate and 
distinctive visual language structure. It is a language developed through gently triangulated 
forms, and diagonals which move around the heart-shaped form of the face; the downwardly 
sloping eye, the scarification marks and eyebrows which extend around to the side of the 
head. A beautiful rhythm is created vertically, initiated through the concave, bulbous 
forehead and the concavity of the nose. Rubin discusses the unusual juxtaposition of surface 
linearity aided by a precision of detail and the volumetric structure in the most successful of 
these masks (Vogel 1987 59). 
 
It is in this juxtaposition of opposing ideas that conceptualisation is most evident. Reversing 
the logic of anatomy, the delicately formed spherical eyeball, is located externally on the 
closed lid of downturned eyes. 
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The sculptor’s observations of reality also play a dominant role in the modelling of this mask, 
as (Figure 4) a photograph of two young Bapende girls suggests. The chiselled teeth of the 
mask, far from expressing any distorted embodiment of a malevolent spirit, are a mimetic 
representation, directly observed from the referent in ‘real’ life. The Bapende and 
neighbouring tribes believed filed teeth to be a distinguishing factor between man and 
animal, the teeth are therefore shaped to fine points. Wingert (1962 148) sees this expressive 
form as “emphatically aggressive “. Informed by the knowledge that pointed teeth 
represented a canon of beauty in Bapende culture, the spectator may consider a new view; 
that these tiny detailed features are apposite and integral in a unified structure based on 
diametrical and curvilinear forms. The scarification marks evident on the mask are also 
observed from nature and on the mask provide balance; the downward movement following 
on from the line of the eyes, counterbalancing the V formation of the chin. 
 
 
Figure 4 E. Elisofon, Unmarried Bapende Girls (Elisofon and Fagg, 1978). 
 
I reinforce this point by an additional excerpt. 
 
Rubin (1984 265) refers to these masks as the sickness masks of the Bapende (Masque de 
Maladie). (Figure 5) Rather than distortions of reality, he asserts that they were based on 
“facial disfigurements that existed in reality” and are therefore descriptive in origin. The 
asymmetry of the curved nose, the sloping eye and twisted mouth support Vogel’s view that 
these masks are “inspired by advanced stages of syphilis, or “gangosa” (Rubin 1984 337). It 
could be conjectured that the mask is as much a testament of the society and times of the 
Congo, as is Bronzino’s Allegory of Love in which a portrait of a Syphilis sufferer is a social 
and moral comment on the ravages of the disease in 16th Century Italy (Conway 1986). 
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This latter painting has itself in turn become a referent to which we refer to gain an 
awareness of Bronzino’s times. Similarly the Bapende mask has become a referent 
which incorporates all manner of information released to us only if we are able to 
discern its codified structure. 
 
I have attempted to explain these structures as forms resulting from visual language 
structures which synthesise percept and concept. These artworks reflect back on the 
human form about which we are offered a new or alternate view. A ‘transfer of the 
referent’ occurs as the artworks become the referent by which the ‘real’ world is 
defined. 
 
 
 
Figure 5  Bapende, Sickness Mask Zaire. 
 
Jean Laude (1973 26) provides support for this contention. He says of the Dogon of 
Mali,  “the  cliff  people  think directly with forms, at the very least with signs, more than 
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with words. Consequently our notion of the relationship between sculptured works 
and oral myth must be reversed; oral myth arises from sculptured works”. 
 
The Conceptual Model of the Ammassalimiut 
 
Like the Bapende Masques de Maladie, the collection of Ammassalimiut masks of 
Greenland observed in the Musée de l’Homme, appear also to be distortions from the 
‘normative’ human face. Rather,. they too, are 
concepts about the visage rather than simple 
likenesses. The observation of perceived 
reality similarly played an integral and 
germane role in the development of this 
conceptual model. Once observed by the artist 
and reconstructed in the newly created model 
of the mask, traces of the perceived world 
may be glimpsed as that recognisable part of 
the new and innovative form. 
 
The previous study of Tribal African art and 
its parallel in the Dance masks of the 
Ammassalimiut of East Greenland lead me to 
reinforce this proposal. Masks found prior to 
1880 were typified by a static and 
symmetrical quality. (Figure 6) The crudity of 
realisation indicates the use of non tools and 
the availability and type of raw materials from 
which to carve; inevitably, small pieces of 
flotsam and jetsam in the form of driftwood. 
In Appendix No 4 I refer to these masks as 
those of the Early Period. 
 
 
 
 
Figure 6 Ammassalimiut Mask, Early 
Period
 
In contrast, masks of the Middle Period (1880-1930), are much more animated, 
inventive in detail and highly conceptualised. However, after 1930, masks became 
stylised and lost their former vital quality. (Figure 7) In Appendix No. 4 I attempt to 
chart the development of the conceptualised model of the Middle period according to 
the cited examples, taking into account the documentation made during these periods. 
 
Missionary disapproval of spiritual beliefs and social customs implemented unwanted change 
and necessitated the concealment of traditional ceremonies and practices at the beginning of 
the Middle Period. 
 51
In 1884 the first missionary F. C. P. Ruttel ordered 
the burning of masks and drums and prohibited dance 
and game ceremonies called uajertut (Gessain 1984 
83). Missionary zeal wrought similar change in         
many of the polar tribal cultures. Ray (1975 1)           
claims that by 1900 masks had disappeared from all 
Alaskan Eskimo culture. 
 
Peterson and Holm in 1894 and 1884 respectively 
suggest that masks making was not prevalent at this 
time. They documented the alternate practice of 
masking the ‘real’ face through blackening with soot 
and altering the features with a leather thong 
(Gessain 1984 82). With prohibition, it is feasible  
that this new activity influenced a new inventiveness 
in what had now become subversive art making. Also 
at this time dancers began pasting thin leather strips 
on their own faces to circumvent the directives of the 
missionaries. The faces of the Ammassalimiut during 
dance performances were therefore distorted with 
indentations as the thongs were stretched tightly 
across their cheeks. These innovations later appeared 
on the masks. (Figure 8) The referent for subsequent 
masks was, I contend, the dancer’s transformed face. 
This suggestion can be extended to include the dancer 
in motion out of which developed the abstracted 
asymmetrical and conceptualised forms. Based on the 
perceived reality of the disguised and moving human  
form, the masks became the model to which we refer 
in understanding the way of the Ammassalimiut, their 
history and survival in an inhospitable land. 
 
The Greenlanders have an oral language, rich in 
expressive facial gestures. The traditional miming 
activity known as “Making Faces” indicates a level of 
understanding and importance attributed to facial 
expression (Gessain 1984 88). Called the “laughing 
people”,     the    Ammassalimiut     ar e    also     self- 
 
 
 
  Figure 7 Efraim Singertat, Ammassalimiut, 
   Hand Mask, Late Period, 1973, Greenland 
 
 
Figure 8 Ammassalimiut, Mask, Middle 
Period, Greenland 
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deprecatory, but with a mocking humour (Gessain 
1984 88). 
 
These aspects of their culture are evident in uajertut 
games and ceremonial dances. The prevalence of 
mimicry and extreme facial animation and flexibility, 
manifested in their culture may also have arisen 
through observing people in the severe climatic 
conditions of the Polar regions; the response of the 
face to the constant dazzle of light reflecting off the 
ubiquitous ice and snow. A photograph taken by 
Robert Gessain (Figure 9) and published in the Musée 
de 1 Homme alerts us to this possibility as the figure 
appears to grimace in response to the glare. If we 
conclude that these innovative and conceptualised       
forms have developed through environmental and   
cultural influences as described above then it is likely 
that these asymmetrical forms have been 
misinterpreted. 
 
Kaalund refers to the “terrifying appearance” of the 
masks (1983 57) and asserts they were used to 
frighten children. This claim is refuted by Gessain 
who explains the masks as part of a game of shared 
conventions in ritualistic and comic theatre.        
Christian Feest (1984 95) also refers to them 
disparagingly as “grotesquely distorted”. 
Paradoxically, he accompanies his text with one of the 
most inventive forms of the animated face in the 
history of art. (Figure 10). This work by Inuk Elio, 
which is discussed below, encapsulates timely change 
and motion and contrasts with the precursory static   
forms made by the previous generations of the 
Ammassalimiut. 
 
The rhythmic quality of this mask arises from a zig- 
zagging movement, beginning at the slightly           
upturned broad mouth. The movement continues 
upwardly, the furrows spanning from left to right 
following  the  line  of  the  nose,  to  the asymmetrical 
 
 
 
 
Figure 9 Robert Gessain, Making  Faces,    
Ammassalik, 1935. 
 
 
Figure 10 Enuk Elio, Ammassalimiut, 
Mask, Middle Period, Greensland. 
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eyes and ending at the knotted coiffure. The twist in the mask adds to the animation. If the 
form follows the nature of the material it could be said that the sinuosity of this form is 
contingent on the shape of the driftwood, which appears to be a discarded barrel stave. 
 
Figure11, Musée de l’Homme, also exemplifies a visual language structure that embodies 
the animated face. A circular movement is created by the twice depicted nose and the 
asymmetrical eyes. The turning head is expressed in these forms. The mouth is extended 
into a “mors de danse” enhancing the rotational movement of the head but also creating 
a tension by its downward curve, juxtaposed against the upward arc of the nose. The 
furrows further emphasize the inherent movement qualities, darting and flickering around 
the mask intermittently. 
 
Although the conceptualised forms of the Middle Period were brought to Western 
Museums predominantly after 1935 and so could not have influenced the early 
development of Modern art, the African forms did. 
 
Picasso: “If there’s something to be 
stolen, I steal it.” 
 
A visit to the Musée Picasso confirms the 
contribution of African conceptual  
thought, as realised in their visual  
language structures, to the development           
of Modern Art. In Appendix 5 I discuss 
African art as one progenitor of Modern  
art and its influence on Picasso. Artists 
such as he and Braque understood these 
sculptures and masks as ideas about the 
human form that could express 
‘humanness’. These artists saw the tribal 
works as evocative structures that 
connected directly with the senses and     
re-presented the human form in a new         
way. From this perspective Picasso’s 
imagery can be understood as inventive 
juxtaposition in which a synthesis of 
perceptual information is contained. 
Attempts to define his female portraits             
as     misogynistic     and    distorted    seem 
 
 
Figure 11 Ammassalimiut, Mask, Middle 
Period, Greenland.
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untenable if we consider them not as digressions from ‘normative’ depictions of the 
‘real’ world but, rather, paintings in which transferred referents propose new 
connotative meanings. Included here is an excerpt from Appendix 5, the critical essay 
entitled Picasso to illustrate this point. 
 
In Head of a Woman 1939, Musée Picasso (Figure 12), a strange kind of intensity exudes 
from this head, one more directly attributable to the forms of African sculpture than the 
previous two examples. The concave formation of the visage, so evident in much tribal art  
and thought by some historians to be a traditional iconographic motif of African art (McCall 
and Bay :1975), was observed by Picasso in the Bakota reliquary figures, two of which he 
owned (Rubin 1984 266). Also in his collection and with a similar motif was a Fang mask 
from Gabon (Rubin 1984 290). 
 
These proved to be a fruitful source 
of imagery as evidenced in the 
sculpture, Head of a Woman           
1930-31 (Figure 13), made from 
painted iron, sheet metal, springs, 
and found objects, Musée Picasso. 
Although Rubin (1984 290)          
asserts that Picasso’s “Africanism” 
ended in 1909, the evidence 
suggests rather, that these African   
forms endured throughout his  
entire oeuvre manifesting as 
conceptual models. 
 
In the same way as the masks of 
tribal Africa have been denigrated 
as ‘distortions of the natural’, so 
have Picasso ‘s forms. 
 
These are, I propose, more relevant 
conceptualised forms than the 
 
 
Figure 12 Pablo Picasso, Head of a Woman, 1939
naturalistic paradigmatic constructs whose claims to realism they disputed. In this painting 
the head has been divided and the neck and shoulders reduced to brown and white planes: the 
breasts are coiled springs. No attempt is made to mimic appearance or describe with 
conventional methods of depiction. The schematic ‘eyes‘ stare relentlessly at the observer. 
Rather than being distortions from the ‘norm‘ these tribal and modern configurations are 
conceptualised forms embodying the essence of the referent. The plasticity to which Roger 
Fry 
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refers as the quintessential element of ‘Negro art ‘ is 
reconstituted here in two dimensional form. The tonality 
of each separate shape moves back into a space designated 
by the diagonal lines of the chest and shoulders and the 
sweeping curve of the crescent cheekbone. 
 
Another affinity with African sculpture is evident if one 
discerns a similar synthesis of human and zoomorphic        
forms in the equine features of the mane and profiled 
head. Roland Penrose, in The Eye of Picasso (1967 24) 
draws attention to the artist’s propensity to capture the 
reality of the model in animal rather than human terms, 
substituting the eye of a bird or the head of a bull for 
human forms. These paintings come after the Bather 
figures of the early 30’s which were seen as Surrealist 
works of metamorphosis, merging insect into woman 
(Krauss 1985 23; Hilton 1975 184). Hilton provides          
the better solution to their origin in seeing these forms as 
invented rather than as distortions. It is possible they 
are the conceptual precursors to Picasso’s anthropo- 
zoomorphic heads, discussed here, whose roots lay in the 
African forms. 
 
Figure 13 Pablo Picasso, Head of a 
Woman, 1930-1.
Gauguin: A Synthesis of percepts 
 
Gauguin’s “primitivism” was manifested in a very different way to that of Picasso but 
was no less revolutionary in its outcome. Goldwater refers to Gauguin’s exoticism as a 
desire for the “native and the simple”(1986 65). His experience of Tahitian life was 
however less than idyllic and he was finally worn down by poverty and ill health. I 
refer to this painter here because like Picasso his ability to find new and inventive 
forms to depict humanity is tied to his interest in the “Primitive”. Danielsson (1965) 
identifies the quintessence of Gauguin’s vision as rooted in concepts formed from the 
observed world. He asserts that the stockiness of the large limbed Tahitians played a 
significant role in nurturing Gauguin’s schema of the human form, the synthesis 
between concept and percept facilitating this unique conceptualisation. 
 
The Genesis of a Conceptual Model 
 
It is true to say that as viewers we are attracted to the large and the colourful. Often 
drawn works are relegated to a secondary category. My thesis must inevitably rest on 
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the quality of realised ideas; the propositions in the medium. Many of the concepts I 
develop have been initiated with pencil on paper and therefore their relevance to the 
thesis is crucial. The groups of drawn works I briefly describe here played a pivotal 
role in the development of the conceptual model I call the Constellar paintings. These 
drawings and the subsequent paintings were directly influenced by the aforementioned 
theoretical and experiential research described above. 
 
Drawings Nos. 11.1-11.16 Paris, Oil stick on oil paper. 
 
Adjacent to the Quai Saint Bernard, on the left bank of the Seine, there is an open-air 
sculpture park Amongst the many works of Césare, Stahly and Schoffer, a sculpture 
by Ipousteguy dominates. This huge, metallic, helmeted and naked warrior is 
juxtaposed against the clean straight lines of an armoured vehicle. The figure appears 
strangely sensuous; invincible and raucous, the light sliding off the smooth, rounded, 
shapes and darting in and out of the convoluted forms. As I drew the sculpture I 
wanted to investigate this dynamic visual language but later in the studio the viscous 
quality of the oilstick encouraged a new direction. Gliding over pearl white and velvet, 
cadmium red and orange, the form in drawing No 11.7 transformed from the 
sculptured warrior to the head of a woman and back again: shimmering as a gestalt. It 
is an obscure form only carried along by its promise to ‘become’. 
 
In the series of drawings described below I have continued to shift my emphasis 
further away from verisimilitude towards more innovative structures. 
 
Drawings Nos. 13.1-13,14 , Photo-Drawings, Pencil, conté and ink on paper. 
 
Reproductions of E. J. Bellocq’s photographs from the New Orleans district of 
Storyvifie 1912c. provided the impetus and referents for this series of drawings. These 
images of nude and partially-clad prostitutes are not of our time, seeming dated and 
odd. To our late 20th century eyes these demure women possess a different notion of 
beauty; a formality and sexuality quite unlike that of the images of prostitutes today. 
One is moved and disarmed by their lack of pretension and innocence. But most of all 
these photographs express Bellocq’s insightfulness and benevolence. 
 
Hoping to capture the oddness of these images, I began the drawings with Gauguin in 
mind; specifically his use of photographs (Danielsson 1965) and the way he was able 
to conceptualise about the human body. I intended to schematize and codify the          
forms from the reproductions of the sepia photographs into a new language structure. 
The connotative meanings carried through from the reproductions and impacted on the 
new  conceptual  images.  The  drawings  appear static, by virtue of their photographic 
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origins; a characteristic which enhances rather than detracts from the qualities of 
endurance these woman reflect. They are linked thematically by these connotative 
meanings that are codified by the intensity of line. In drawing No.13.2 the solidity of 
form is articulated by the relationship between the thick and deliberate black, ink lines 
and the areas of pristine, white paper. A tension is created by the confining position  
of the figure placed in the corner and angled away from the spectator. Drawing 13.1     
is typified by a language structure of smudges and delicate black, conté marks that 
configure into a formality enhanced by simple black and white geometric form and 
minimalism. An equivalent for the austerity of the photographed subject is found in 
the generalised notion of the head which by virtue of its origins in a Fang African head, 
the minimal expression of the eyes, nose and mouth imparts a severity of demeanour. 
I extended these concepts further into less figurative forms in the following series of 
heads. 
 
Drawing Nos. 14.1- 14.7 Heads, Pencil on Paper. 
 
These pencil drawing are concepts about heads rather than mimetic representations. 
They have been worked in layers, one form superimposed over another, a synthesis of 
two or three different ‘head’ forms created through the language structure of each 
drawing: each mark made meaningful only by its relationship to each other mark. The 
most successful drawings achieved an introspective intensity; an idea about the force 
and power contained within the head, rather than being a representation of their 
external appearances. Contained within the sweeping lines and random marks of 
No.14.1 time and space are compressed as the head expresses two views, rotating 360 
degrees, at once the back and front of the head. This double view reflects 
introspection rather than movement. No.14.6 is a juxtaposition of images that allude 
both to female sexual organs and the human head. This is best explained by Barthes. 
His discussion of painting language, in which he exemplifies Arcimboldo, provides a 
pertinent analysis of the transfer of meaning in the “discourse of image through 
tropes. Barthes distinguished Arcimboldo’s visual language as unique. He claims that, 
unlike other painted and drawn iconic structures, the works of this 16th Century 
painter possess a second articulation: the image deconstructs into meaningful units, 
viz. “already nameable objects”. 
 
In this drawing I have substituted the female sexual organs for the nose. The evocation          
of one thing by another, Barthes would call a metaphor. (1984 136) 
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Early Constellar Model 
 
Informed by my observations and readings about Tribal artworks and the use Picasso 
and others made of them as conceptual models, I began a series of works which I refer 
to as the Constellar paintings. Umberto Eco (1989 84) uses this term in reference to 
Medieval art. It seems appropriate here, as the word implies a grouping of elements 
that are connected by an imaginary line. By this imaginary line the spectator is able to 
perceive the configuration of the elements and make sense of the work. 
 
My paintings are about the relationship between the ‘things in space’ and space itself 
as a ‘thing’. I draw these protagonists together by illusionary and subversive means; 
by the seductive properties of colour, the balance of form, by the repetition of line and 
by fragmentary textures. These devices are intermittent and although they contain a 
logic pertaining to their own space, in the picture their connections cannot be observed         
as tangible. They can only be configured and connotated in the mind through their 
pictorial codes. These language structures transfer referents from established visual 
imagery, bringing with them connotations which, when juxtaposed in space with other 
referents, become part of a new structure which is typified by multiplicity. 
 
Painting No. 20. Acrylic on Canvas. 
 
This painting brings together representations of two of the sculptural forms I described         
in Section 1 of this exegesis. These forms are located in an ambiguous space defined 
both by the Renaissance perspectival model and the Medieval convention of placing 
the figures high up the canvas on a continuous ground to imply distance. The 
overlapping of shapes sets up further ambiguities. The painting is a spatial 
transcription of Vermeer’s Woman Writing a Letter with her Maid, 1670, Beit 
Collection, Ireland. Architectonic forms abstractly delineate a carefully constructed 
interior whilst the diminishing size of objects in space keep within this Renaissance 
convention. The flat ground of grey-green infers an aerial view. The spectator can 
move through the picture to the figure field but at the same time is drawn constantly 
back to the surface. 
 
I wanted to create equivalent structures of the two sculptural referents I employed. 
The figure at the bottom right is a schematic representation, its spherical forms 
references to ‘womanliness’. The figure is simultaneously transparent and corporeal. 
Described as solid by the painted marks tracking through the rounded forms, the 
continuity of the painted ground penetrating the form makes it appear transparent,           
and  an  integral  part  of  the  space.   The  human  form  in  the middle of the painting 
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contrasts connotatively with the passivity of this heavy, ponderous figure. This  
central figure although smaller, dominates with its intensity. A concentration of 
angled marks and ‘lines of force’ delineate the interior of the form and draws the 
spectators gaze. Pressed forward by the alizarin form behind its head, this figure 
glows, paradoxically nestling in its reverberating aura of blues. These diverse forms 
are united by a strong circular movement created by the compositional elements; the 
placements of forms on the grey-green ground. 
 
Painting No.21 Acrylic on Canvas. 
 
I have mentioned the importance of colour throughout this exegesis as a unifying 
element in language and for its appeal at the sensory level. The major formal concern 
of this work was to effectively render an equivalent form of Sculpture No.2, exploring 
the qualities of refracted light through transparent colour. The influence the 15th 
Century French illuminated manuscripts in which pure colour juxtaposition dominates,        
is evident, while randomly-placed architectonic forms collude on a flat mauve ground 
to define an ambiguous space. Each of these protagonists, unconnected and            
undefined prior to their inclusion here, take on a new meaning which is structured 
through the senses as a response to colour and the forms, as they find their own space 
and logic, either floating or grounded. A relationship between the central,  
introspective figure and the fenestrated, non-figurative, but vaguely recognizable vista,            
is an additive measure of the thematic and connotative meaning, contributing to the 
signification of the entire work. To this end the painting is a manifestation of 
multiplicity and paradox: a scene viewed from a fixed point and connotated only by 
the central figure and the representation that is only given meaning while it is viewed 
by the spectator who is external to the work. This thematic structure leads onto the 
last and main body of work in which a parallel can be found in Foucault’s “analysis of 
man’s mode of being” which “is to show how things in general can be given to 
representation, in what conditions, upon what ground, within what limits they can 
appear in a posivity more profound than the various modes of perception”...(1973 
337) 
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Section 3 
 
Later Constellar Paintings 
 
The Postmodern Milieu 
 
The comprehensive evaluation of this century, undertaken by those who see their role 
as identifying the meaning of events and ideas which have characterized the greater 
part of this century, has concentrated its efforts on an understanding of Modernity. 
Defined by its relationship to the past, Modernity is seen by some as “the 
development of objective science and universal morality and law” (Habermas 1983 3) 
and by others as “the reception of the nature of the ‘literary’ work and the increased 
mobility of the psyche” (Cascardi 1988 28). Heidegger’s accordant notion of the 
emergence of the subject was part of a larger theory of representation which led him 
to conclude that only that which is pictured, exists (Owens 1983 66). 
 
Whether the Postmodern era is a reaction against Modernity, a continuation of  
Modern into Late Modern (Merrill 1988 xi), or merely a transitory period, is contested. 
Alex Callinicos (1989) for one, does not define the late 20th.Century as a transitory 
period. He sees many of those elements characterising Postmodernism and identified 
in this chapter, as a continuation of Modernism. Rose (1991 17) refers to Jencks in 
attempting to differentiate between Postmodern as “double coding” the Modern, and 
Late Modern as deconstructing the Modern. 
 
Definitions of Postmodernity 
 
It is not my intention here to contribute to the debate which is attempting to define 
Postmodernism. Rather it is to contextualise this thesis into mainstream art. What 
appears evident is that there is no Postmodern ‘style’; the term more accurately refers 
to a “periodizing concept” (Jameson 1983 113). Both Jameson and Harvey (1989) 
define this period in history as typified by a new social and economic order. Rose 
(1991), in her exhaustive endeavour to cover the current field of study, also attempts 
to draw these elements together. These writers identify the salient features of 
Postmodernism as pastiche and schizophrenia (Jameson 1983 113), heterogeneity, 
fragmentation (Harvey 1989 9) and intertexuality (Burgin 1986 73). This list is far 
from definitive but is relevant to the hermeneutic analysis of the paintings I undertake 
in this section. 
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The deconstructionist notion of intertextuality was identified by Derrida as “texts 
intersecting with other texts, creating new texts which contain a ‘new life” (Harvey 
1989 49) The references which pervade my artworks profess a multiplicity of 
meaning and, as each carries over from a past context, bears the traces of previous 
significations so that the new work achieves a connotative potential. The embodiment 
in the formal structure of the works, of temporal discontinuity and unconnectedness, 
is characteristic of what Jameson terms schizophrenia”(1983 113). 
 
In tandem with these notions are the ideas of “difference” and “otherness” whose 
definitions can be found in the writing of Foucault (1973 339), Derrida (1974 20), and 
in Lyotard (1984) amongst others and are acknowledged by both Harvey (1989) and 
Jameson (1983) as important elements of Postmodernity. “Difference” is relevant here 
as it refers to the gap between the signifier and the signified, although it is extended 
into psychoanalytic theory by Lacan and Kristeva who perceive ‘difference’ as 
‘absence and presence’ (Burgin 1986 43). The importance of the concept of 
indeterminacy is also brought to our attention in mathematics [(catastrophe and chaos 
theory and fractal geometry), (Harvey 1989 9)], the impact of which, on my work, has 
been previously mentioned in this exegesis. 
 
The identification of the Metanarrative by Lyotard (1984, xxiv) is also an aspect of 
Postmodernism that has influenced the concepts evolved in the paintings. The 
totalizing aims of ideology, in which claims are made for every type of social, political 
and economic structure, impinge on the credibility of all theoretical constructs (Owens 
1983 27). 
 
A parallel to Lyotard’s solution to the metanarrative, that of “local determinism”         
(1984 xxiv), can be observed in my concluding paintings. The resolution of their form 
is manifested in small spatial pockets, each with its own sensibility of logic within a 
complex entirety. Although each of these diverse pockets may be observed 
independent of the whole, the painting draws them together through colour, shape, 
line, texture and form into a single symbolism. 
 
Art, Ideology and the Metanarrative in the Postmodern Milieu 
 
I acknowledge my indebtedness to the ideological assertions which permeate much 
Postmodern discourse, for what else is Feminist, Marxist and Psychoanalytic theory in 
its zealous interpretation? Rose (1991 168) contends; 
 
“While some post-modern theories have clearly revived or continued older  
ideologies, despite their claims to critical questioning of the ‘metanarratives 
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of modernity others have offered much that is new in terms of both their 
questioning of previous theories and their more positive suggestions for the 
establishment of new values...” 
 
Many of these theories have brought me new insights into my work. My departure 
from further involvement, however, is instigated by the unrestricted demands that any 
overtly ideological theory makes on the artist. The battle fought by the artist, it seems 
to me, is one of a constant vigilance against wilfulness and belief. It involves never 
accepting unquestioningly what is known, or believed to be known: Nor of having the 
comfort of ideological affiliations which seek to define the world as a singularity In 
my artworks I explore the mutability of reality. I agree with Dochertyls assertion that, 
when reality itself is thrown into question, the assumed function of fundamentalist 
ideology, viz., exposing the underlying truth or message behind reality, is no longer 
relevant (1990 205) 
 
The Feminist Metanarrative 
 
Many of the images evident in this thesis are of women and inevitably they reflect my 
thoughts and feeling about Womanhood. As I have previously stated, the 
politicisation of the art structure, is divergent from my topic. Notwithstanding, it may 
be discerned, at times, as a secondary theme. Pollock (1987 86) articulates the 
strategies of Feminist art in which she brings a valid perspective to art in identifying 
the dominant ideological art structure as male orientated. I diverge however from that 
particular strain of Feminism that defines the role of cognition in painting as 
exclusively a masculine domain (Roberts 1990 168) My artworks explore this very 
notion of cognition, predicated, as they are, on a research methodology that 
fundamentally questions the formation of mental constructs and their initiation by 
visual language structures. Consequently the thesis can be aligned more appropriately 
with Merrill’s view of Postmodernism, encompassing a re-assessment of the 
multifaceted nature of modern art within an emphasis on the defining roles of 
cognition and perception (1988 xi). 
 
In addition, further Feminist issues raised by Pollock (1987 87), lie outside the scope 
of this thesis. She would see women art as attempting to establish new meanings of       
a particular kind Her views are in step with those of Lucy Lippard whose earlier 
dedication to finding a feminine aesthetic is detailed in her monograph, From the 
Centre (1976 48 and 80-98). More latterly Lippard’s discussion of Activist Art in Art 
After Modernism confirms her enthusiasm for the political cause, whilst rendering any 
aesthetic value irrelevant and obsolete (1984 341) As I seek to understand the 
conceptual  function  of visual language, testing the arbitrary relationship between the 
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referent and the signifier, any methodology that involves the production of illustrative 
art is rendered counterproductive to this work. 
 
The Socialist Metanarrative 
 
The question of the degree to which ideologies actually have impinged on creativity, is     
a consideration which has been given some importance by Postmodernist theorists. 
As I have previously stated, Docherty (1990 205) in his explanation of Postmodern 
theory, high-lights the untenable relationship between art and ideology. Gablik (1984 
33) illuminates the problem of the metanarrative in regard to creativity. “Socialist art 
deprives us on the whole, of formal and aesthetic qualities, being strong on message 
but often weak as art”. Can it be that meanings in artworks are reduced inevitably to 
the relationships between property and society? Marx enigmatic and, to some, 
contradictory statement, answers the question. Max Raphael (1968 xx) quotes from 
Marx’s A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy (1857): “Certain periods of 
the highest development of art stand in no direct connection with the general 
development of society, nor with the material basis and the skeleton structure of its 
organisation 
 
We read of Peter Fullers challenging of his own Marxist leanings, in a rebuttal of 
Berger socialist art theory (1980). Fuller concludes that “The greater the work of art 
the less it seems reducible to the ideology of its own time” (1980 4).  The dilemma of 
ideology and art is further addressed by Marcuse who reaffirms the role of language in 
challenging the perceptions of reality through aesthetic form (1978 8) 
 
Whether the artist can divorce herself from all ideological concerns is a question 
answered by Wollheim. His notion of expressive perception” sees the artist approach 
creativity with a life history and accumulated ideologies (1987 86). I assume here a 
differentiation between the rigidity of metanarrative and the life events that shape 
personality and motivate the artist to work. Goodman concurs in saying that ‘The eye 
comes always ancient to its work, obsessed by its own past and by new insinuations 
of the ear, nose, tongue, fingers, heart and brain” (1976 7). 
 
Having said all this, I admit I have availed myself of the previously mentioned notions  
of ‘otherness” and ‘difference” adopted by Postmodernist and Feminist theory 
(Owens 1983 59). Scholars in many disciplines have been trying to unravel the 
dilemma of “primitivism” and have sought solutions in these Postmodern and French 
philosophical ideas of “otherness”, and in critiques of Western ethnocentrism (Hiller 
1991; Torgovnick 1990; Price 1989) My analysis of the language structures of African 
and Ammassilimiut sculptures and masks, as well as the paintings of Picasso amongst 
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others, provides a balance to the Sodalist and Feminist critiques contained within this 
aforementioned research. Those most strongly committed to the dissolution of 
mastery often avail themselves of these theoretical frameworks. 
 
A Continuum of questioning 
 
Just where Art sits in this re-assessment of the 20th. century is becoming more evident           
if it can be considered as a continuum of intellectual questioning through visual 
representation. If we consider the work of Picasso as deconstructing visual language 
and re-presenting the world of ‘things’ in a new way through the employment of 
meaning-laden signs, a dilemma of categorisation according to ‘isms’ arises. Can 
Picasso be more Postmodern than Modern, or are we at present in the Late Modern 
age wherein a revisionist process entitled Postmodernism is attempting to make sense 
of the previous 100 years? Robert Hughes (1991 372) appreciates the dilemma. In 
writing of the fiasco that saw the galleries of New York refuse to exhibit the paintings 
of arguably one of the world’s greatest living artists, Lucien Freud, because they were 
neither Modern nor Postmodern, he draws attention to a system entrenched in the 
vagaries of categorization, and its desire for political correctness. This travesty has 
been addressed recently with an exhibition of Freud’s work at New York’s 
Metropolitan Museum of Art. Hughes concludes his review in Time magazine (1994 
50-52) with these well-chosen words: 
 
“What passes today for avant-garde style is mostly recycled and tired; a 
thrice-dipped tea bag. There is not only a place but a burning need for all 
art whose images are worldly, skilled, robustly embodied and keenly felt. 
This is what Freud, by taking nothing for granted and looking over the 
very brink of his perceptions, supplies.” 
 
Peter Fuller also speaks against all categorisation in art, and particularly against those 
who would reduce “aesthetic effect to ideology, sublimation of sexual instinct, formal 
characteristics” or to an “assumed continuum of ever-evolving art-historical 
styles”(1980 11). In his attack on what he sees as the Postmodern strategy of 
“anything goes” in the work of such performance artists as Gilbert and George, he 
laments “their contempt for high art and aesthetic values, their ignorance concerning 
the art of the past, the vulgarity and technism of their imaginations” (1988 213). But 
above all it is Fuller who desires the return of value to art and focuses our attention on 
the artist as a biological species whose universal concerns can unashamedly be 
reduced to Gauguin’s questioning titled painting: D’où Venons Nous; Oue Sommes 
Nous; Où Allons Nous 1987, Boston; Where do we come from? What are we? Where 
are we going?) 
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I take the view that artists have been questioning the fixed view of the ‘natural’ world 
and the very nature of representation itself since before the turn of the century. My 
artworks explore the acquisition of meaning by dismantling, and reconstructing, 
conventional/perceptual models of pictorialism. Furthermore I am interested in the 
possibility of creating diverse, but co-existent, realities in an alternate model of reality. 
Boyne’s (1991 281) definition of Postmodern culture as “the exploration of “multiple 
realities” all with equal validity, explicates my thematic concern to be within the major 
thrust of the Postmodern age. 
 
Umberto Eco in The Open Work (1989 84) expresses an explanation of the art symbol 
that is cognate with the previous views. He says, that “Informal art’ is open in that it 
proposes a wider range of interpretive possibilities, a configuration of stimuli whose 
substantial indeterminacy allows for a number of possible readings, a constellation of 
elements that lend themselves to all sorts of reciprocal relationships.” In paralleling 
the 20th Century with the Middle Ages, Eco further proposes a multiple view of the 
world. He writes about “an art not systemic but additive and composite, ours and             
that of the Middle Ages” (1987 83). 
 
I have tried to show those elements of current art theory that have been relevant 
influences on the development of the artworks and also those that, by virtue of their 
immutability, have not. In summary and bearing in mind the often contradictory 
definitions of the nature of Postmodernism, the most relevant features of the theories 
described are the notions of the “intertextuality” of the production of meaning and its 
endorsement of “multiple realities”, heterogeneity, parody, fragmentation, and 
schizophrenia. With this in mind I discuss the following and final works. 
 
Paintings Nos. 22,  23, 25 & 26 Acrylic on Canvas. 
 
In these paintings, I amalgamate representations of life painting of the human form 
and the tropic forms of the sculptured figures in an ambiguous and multiplicit space. I 
explore again Japanese, Medieval and Renaissance conventions of space as well as 
the aerial and panoramic view. The paintings disrupt notions of a singular and a priori 
meaning through disparate imagery, deconstruction of language and through multiple 
types of codification. 
 
These four paintings are linked thematically by their exploration of the significance of 
the human presence. With the exception of Painting No. 25 which depicts a solitary 
figure, these paintings propose complex and ambiguous relationships between the 
depicted forms; the mirror image of the self, the artist as the observer; the artist as the 
observed.   The   extent   to  which  spatial  conventions  intercede  in  this  process  of 
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Figure 14 Imants Tillers, The Voice, 1988.  
 
‘multiple realities’ is considerable and constitutes another thematic concern. The 
paintings shatter the master-narrative and work against a singular logic. Despite their 
potential to elevate disorder, I claim an optimism of vision that resides in the inclusion 
and diffusion of the “other” rather than a bracketing of reference. 
 
Painting No.22 Acrylic on Canvas. 
 
An emphasis on the denotative structure of painting can be observed in the three 
conceptual elements in this painting. The figure on the right originates from Sculpture 
No. 2 and in this sense is a ‘referent of a referent’. Built up from layers of transparent 
colour, the form evolved as an equivalent of the sculpture rather than a resemblance. 
Codified by these patches of colour, a net of white further dislodges our perceived 
notion of the human figure and articulates a new meaning. 
 
The Australian artist Imants Tillers has influenced the realisation of this concept in my 
work. The following is an excerpt from Appendix No. 6 outlining the influence of 
Tillers painting entitled The Voice, 1988, private collection, on this aspect of my 
painting. (Figure 14) 
 
The Voice, encapsulates the multi-view model, with one form superimposed over another. In 
Tiller’s transcription, the eye of the spectator is continually prompted to consider alternative 
images.  Tillers  achieves  this  ambiguity through the mismatching of either colour or line on 
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the small canvas boards. A challenge to the spectator’s perception of form is exemplified in 
the head of the figure. A centrally placed grey panel, juxtaposed against a pink panel above, 
divides the head laterally. Despite this inconsistency of form, solidity prevails. This solidity  
is achieved by a dotted seam-like line defining the roundness of the head. A diagrammatic 
column of thin, golden rays encases the geometric structures above the knees of the seated 
figure, reinforcing the strength of the central form but at the same time contributing an 
ethereal quality by its transparency. Further golden rays radiate from the top of the column 
moving through the seated form as well as emphasizing the surface plane of the picture. 
According to Holmes this column is derived from the Japanese/American artist Arakawa. 
(1992 55) In addition to the multiplicity of the iconic image, three perspectival views            
prevail: the tower is observed from above whilst the figure and window on the right are 
placed at eye level. 
 
In painting No. 22 the relationship between the two figures is established through the 
denotative depictions of the two forms as paradoxically united by their similar 
fragmentation of colour and line, and their gestures, as they cleave towards each other. 
The diagonals in the painting are employed to emphasize the flux of space. Areas of 
thin washes and clearly-defined, flat pink and light ochre ground contrast with fully- 
rounded spatial forms, and the area of the murky darkness on the left, to destabilise 
the figures in space. Further dislocation is created by the lack of a fixed viewpoint, 
the figure on the left towering over the spectator while the seated form is placed at eye 
level. 
 
Painting No.23 Acrylic on Canvas. 
 
Like the former painting described, this picture’s denotative structure and connotative 
potential shatters the singular meaning of the work. The temporal gap between the 
observation of surface and figure field lends signification to the work. Those 
disparate forms which cohabitate within the spaces are revealed simultaneously as 
artifice and the ‘real’. The painting becomes a reference to which we might have 
recourse in extending our understanding of a multiplicit world. 
 
Tension is created by the contrast of the ethereal and the solid as I have endeavoured 
to create ambiguity through various codified structures and the illogical size of the 
forms. The seemingly bejewelled figure in the centre, located deep in the blue ground 
of the figure field, is codified by its transparent purple, crimson and sparkling yellow. 
This form relates gesturally to the drawn figure which is fused to space: the ground 
penetrating the figure. These human forms are juxtaposed with three depictions of a 
New Guinean mask. This mask, from the Lower Sepik, was painted from life. The 
stacked  depicted  masks intrude into the spectator’s space situated on the very bottom 
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edge of the painting and intervene as watchers within the picture, breaking the 
dominance and certitude of the two central figures. These masks present three 
different views and representations. The thick and energetically executed brush 
strokes are a reference to the production of artworks as labour intensive and 
“masterful”, and in this pictorial context refer to the potential of representation to 
differentiate between t and innovation. Like Derrida’s “theory of montage” as a 
deconstructive method (Ulmer 1983 87), this painting simultaneously exposes the 
singular view of art as ‘object’, generally held before Modernism, and focuses on the 
potential of representation to incorporate ever-new structures and generate new 
meanings. 
 
Painting No. 25 Acrylic on canvas 
 
The standing female nude depicted here was painted from life and represents a 
synthesis of information; a concept of t that incorporates notions of work                         
and strength. She is placed deliberately in profile, her upraised arms a gesture of 
movement which exposes her torso and makes her appear vulnerable, as the 
peripheral forms encroach into the middle pink ground in which she is placed. The 
composition is tripartite and ambiguously incorporates three different and 
synchronous spatial views. The form on the right describes the pictorial convention of 
Renaissance space, the deepening colour penetrating the figure field. On the left, 
disrupting the fixed viewpoint, is the suggestion of an aerial view. This aspect of the 
composition which also denotes the surface of the painting is defined by a pale yellow 
ground on which is suspended the same New Guinean mask referred to in the previous 
painting. This mask observes the female form seemingly from a distance but appears 
to be of little consequence, highlighting the corollary of “absence and presence”. 
 
Painting No. 26 Acrylic on Canvas. 
 
Like the formerly described work this painting is united by fragmentary colour, the 
orange and crimson spasmodically flickering over the three human forms. Three 
diverse depictions typify these forms. They are temporally discordant, situated on             
flat coloured grounds, the schematised figure ambiguously sinking into, but at the same 
time on top of the lemon ground. The spatial depictions are of indeterminate 
resolution. Appearing to float above the pink ground, the lemon ground with its 
tabulated form has the appearance of a magic carpet or of a floating platform. The 
large towering form is a gestalt and can therefore be observed in a variety of ways. 
The  directionality  of  this  dark  and stone-like figure defines its connotative potential as 
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it leans towards each other form simultaneously. Either 
way, it is left to the spectator to define the nature of            
the referent and therefore its meaning. 
 
Painting No. 27 Acrylic on Canvas. 
 
An African sculpture created by an artist of the Dogon 
inspired this work. The sculpture is housed in the  
Musée de l’Homme in Paris and through its language 
structure expresses the inevitability of human moral 
frailty. The “expressive perception” I have brought to 
this work is articulated in the following excerpt from 
Appendix 3. I am greatly moved by this African 
structure and my study of its origins has influenced the 
outcome of the appropriated form. 
 
This wooden Tellem Figure from the village of Yaya in Mali 
(Figure 15) is one of a number of figures typified by their 
geometric and simplified forms, imprecise detail and a crusty 
surface which Vogel (1985 128) believes to be built up with 
sand and sacrificial fluids whilst others record the surface as 
bat guano (Kerchache, Paudrat and Step/ian 1993 504).             
The pointed hood symbolizes the earth, the figure represents 
the priest, Hogon, who is a medium between heaven and 
earth; the dead and the living (Bambert 1980 52). Francine 
N’Diaye’s explanation of this figure is the most 
comprehensive to date (Vogel 1985 126). The only other 
publication of this figure she refers to is that of Elisofon and 
 
 
Figure 15 Dogon, Tellem Figure; 
Mali
Fagg (1978 31,), whose documentation is limited to conjecture about the function of these 
figures in rites of sacrifice. 
 
It is interesting to note the myth to which D‘Naiye attaches this figure. She believes the  
figure to represent the first human being, Dyougou Serou, created by the god Amma.                              
Dyougou committed incest with his mother in the absence of a wife. The concealed face is 
thought to represents shame. The figure is therefore a trope. The gesture of the hands 
covering the face, it could be argued, transcends time and culture; a universally recognised 
gesture. The depiction of gesture requires abstract thought as it reduces form to its essential 
features (Arnheim 1969 117). [Moshe Barashe (1987 14) includes a full discussion on the 
Transplanted Gesture in his book Giotto and the Language of Gesture, in which he proposes 
a universal language of gesture 1. 
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Embodied in the language structure, the sculptor has represented ‘humanness’ in non- 
mimetic forms. A void has been created between the arms and neck supporting the head. 
These additional supports rather than adding strength to the figure seem to isolate the neck 
and emphasize its vulnerability. The absence of facial features and the covering hands, 
merging into the face, render the figure blind and add to the vulnerability of the figure. The 
torso with its gently rounded and infantile form, issuing from the horizontal, upper arms, 
appears as exposed as the genitalia. Yet the figure is neither infantile nor pathetic. The 
sculptor has been able to fully articulate the joints of the limbs yet retain the verticality of the 
figure and subsequentl monumentality and dignity which is further enhanced by the            
length of neck and pointed head. He has been able to do this through the employment of 
girdles at the shoulders and hips. The arrangement of triangular forms, one at the bottom of 
the figure made by the ankle, knee and buttocks and another between the elbow, shoulder and 
the top of the head, have little resemblance to human anatomy or proportion. Despite the  
lack of mimesis, the figure imparts an idea about human emotions and responses. It is the 
embodiment of the regret and shame felt for a transgression. 
 
In this painting I have attempted to create three disparate pictorial equivalents of this 
sculpture and by bringing them together by tonal variations of purple and veridian 
they represent a heterogenous view. The form on the left is characterised by a 
fleshiness and vigour typical of more mimetic models of human representation whilst 
the central form is recreated schematically on a mauve ground. Its ghosted image 
flickers; the gold and white dabs of paint constantly redefining the form. The small 
central figures are similarly intended as tropes. These figures have evolved through 
layers of opaque and transparent colour. Denotatively and connotatively the painting 
explores methods of depicting the human referent through which conceptualisation 
processes of the artist’s mind are reflected. These repeated images of the Dogon figure 
describe the indelible traces of human endeavour over time, each specific incident 
secure in its own time and space but observed in each new evolutionary model. 
 
Painting No. 32 Acrylic on Canvas. 
 
The predominating idea behind the visual language structure is the presentation of 
multiplicit space and form. The painting connotatively refers to those much maligned 
institutions, the museums, which I myself have criticised in the course of this exegesis 
but to which, I must confess, I owe a great debt as they have provided one significant 
source of my best creative work. In this sense the text can be described as a parody of 
the text of ‘installation’. Whether parodic form is observed as ridicule - in Jameson’s 
(1983 113) estimation - or as admiration according to Hutcheon (1985 5), will 
ultimately  be  left  to  the spectator.   My own intention however is exemplified in the 
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spirit in which this exegesis has been written. Forms allude to various cultural 
conventions. These conventions are used wittingly and can thus be defined as parody 
in the formal sense (Hutcheon 1985 22). Egyptian wall painting prompted the 
depiction of the lattice, positioned down the right edge of the work. This form 
delineates the surface of the work. A degree of spatial ambiguity is created by the 
gold ribbon form (a reference to Medieval manuscripts) as it defines both surface and 
figure fields. This linear form twists its way from the figure field of the muted 
Renaissance landscape, pictured in the middle space of the field, to advance forward, 
defining another space in front of the standing figure. To create a different spatial 
concept and upset the continuity of space and time, the pale pink number 7 formation 
is elevated as if it were a cardboard cut—out in a childrens’ “popup” storybook. The 
rounded grey shape encircling the legs and feet of the central figure provokes a similar 
response. The three forms placed on this pink platform, refer to a particular sculpture 
of the Senufo tribe of the Ivory Coast of Africa. The original sculpture depicts the 
female form and in a concentration of precise detail and diagonal lines is, in my 
opinion, one of the finest and most beautiful images of human dignity ever evoked. 
The three solidly painted forms deconstructed in this painting are depicted non- 
mimetically in three differentiated depictive modes. Each embodies a human essence 
and their formality is part of an integrated language structure that is constantly 
challenged by the diversity of form in the painting. The iconic disparity observed 
between these small representations and the central figure sets up multiple connotative 
possibilities as either a reflection of this dominant figure or as a manifestation of 
“otherness” and “difference”. The spectator must draw on mental references pertaining  
to humanness to enable a form to configure from the arbitrarily painted marks of the 
large female form, providing a potential to ‘become’. Consequently, a ‘transferral of 
the referent’ occurs. 
 
Painting No.33 Acrylic on Canvas. 
 
Thematically this painting encompasses indeterminacy and heterogeneity in its 
depiction of the human form in space/time. The eye is led upwardly and into the 
figure field from the surface plane defined by the light grey rectangle to the tiny 
framed, orange head. Thin grey and black lines further lead the eye down to the two 
large figures to rest finally on the seated pregnant woman. An element of uneven 
speed and time is expressed through this structure whilst a schizophrenic depiction of 
reality, as both clarity and diffusion of form, interweave. The seated form resists any 
attempt to idealise, yet is firm and assured. The middle anthropomorphic 
representation is derived from a previously sculpted form and turns simultaneously 
toward  and  away  from  the  seated  woman.   The  two  large  figures  are pictorially 
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unrelated yet curiously a relationship of opposition is envisaged by the spectator; a 
contradiction felt as a consequence of the rootedness of the seated woman and the 
elevation of the sculptural form which is manifested in the illogical position of the feet. 
Fragmentation of colour unites the figures whilst an interplay of mass and line creates 
constant possibilities for definition. Configuring behind the enthroned woman, a 
purple wall delineated by the zig-zagging black strip forms a gestalt, creating shifts in 
perception. 
 
In the following and final three works of this thesis I have attempted to disrupt the 
continuity of narrative and of space and time. An early African sculpture has  
provided the source for the dominant form of each of these works. This sculpture           
with its upraised arms is a Tellem figure from the Bandiagara cliffs of Mali. The figure  
is anatomically female and is perceived as such. Her nearness and presentation to the 
spectator offer an optimistic view of womanhood; active and confident in her 
participatory role. The works will be discussed from the point of view of their 
intertextuality. Giotto, De Chirico, Fra Filippo Lippi and Carolingian manuscripts 
have left their traces in each new text. 
 
I aimed in each painting to present a model of greater subtlety than could be observed 
in my previous works. Motivated by a desire to create a model so convincing in its 
language structure that it would more closely resemble our notions of reality, I wanted,  
at the same time, to surreptitiously upset order and logic. Although the works 
combine disparate imagery and a multiple view of space/time, they are bound 
together structurally in their facture. 
 
Painting No. 34 Acrylic on Canvas. 
 
Placed centrally this figure stands in its own space but connects with the pillars by an 
inference to its function as a supportive structure. A clarity and precision marks the 
work and is reinforced by the uniformity created by the symmetrical composition. It 
could be said that a “double coding” of the Medieval imagery is involved in this 
representation. The building and pillars originated from a Carolingian miniature which          
is itself a transcription. This transferral of reference was a common practice in art at 
Charlemagne’s court. A variety of representational sources were called upon, 
including Anglo-Celtic, Byzantine and Syrian, wittingly contributing to the recovery of 
civilisation that commenced in the 9th Century. 
 
The contradictions wrought through perspective and shading take on a new meaning in 
this painting. Whereas the forms of the original Carolingian work are a manifestation 
of  the  metaphysics  of  the  religious  world  viz.,  otherworldliness, in this particular 
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work, the synthesis of ethereality, as perceived in the thin washes and schematisation 
of the human form, in conjunction with the corporeality of the pillars, are a reflection 
of multiple realities. 
 
Painting No. 35 Acrylic on Canvas. 
 
“Double coding” ensures that elements of Fra Filippo Lippi and De Chirico’s paintings 
remain in the austerity of the clearly delineated buildings; the cast shadows and the 
deserted vista. Thin washes over light reflecting grounds create a self-referential 
panorama that co-exists with, rather than exerting an influence over, the other forms in 
the picture. The two human representations are unconnected but, like the divisory, 
centrally-located pillar, appear as fragments of a larger and multiplicit reality. 
 
The figure on the right originated from my empirical drawing of a woman. Using the 
convention evident in the Shunga prints of 18th Century Japan in which elements are 
emphasised, so this figure, in its decontructed form and with the enlargement of the 
hands, presents aspects of the human form rather than being a temporally and spatially 
unified ‘naturalistic’ representation. These representations are references to human 
depictions and with their shifting meanings illuminate the arbitrary nature of the 
relationship between sign and referent. 
 
Painting No. 36 Acrylic on Canvas. 
 
As a reference to perception, this work incorporates notions of warped time and 
space. Medieval, Renaissance and African references are prominent and as they 
acquire new meanings contribute to “schizophrenic” ideas about the perception of 
reality, viz., its variance. The arbitrary marks of the three forms encased in the 
decorative tondo, which is derived from the Opening of the Hours of the Virgin from 
The Salvin Hours, configure only as they draw the spectator’s gaze. They contrast 
with the precision of the carefully delineated patterning on the fenestrated form which 
locates these three forms in a deep space. 
 
The African form is vigorously portrayed with crimson and phallo blue interspersed 
with fragments of grey. I have appropriated from Giotto to arrive at the depictions of 
buildings which span the width of the picture, incorporating a variety of perspectival 
views. Contrasting with these muted gentle tones of the architectonic forms as they 
advance and recede unevenly, the raucous figure connotates as part of a different time 
and place yet is brought back to the reality of the figure field to achieve a role in the 
significance of the picture as a document of man’s role in picturing reality in a state 
of flux. 
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Conclusion 
 
This thesis assumes as a ‘given’, the mutability of reality. As confirming evidence I 
have cited scientific and social theory. A fortiori I have proposed throughout this final 
section of the exegesis that paintings are referents to which the human mind refers 
rather than them being assumed to be imitations of ‘nature’. In this sense paintings are 
proposals about the ‘natural’ world. In the final set of paintings an understanding of 
the origins and structure of visual language as representation, is coupled with my 
research into current art theory. This synthesis has reinforced and facilitated the 
development of works, each of which I would hope is a living language structure 
embodying multiple meanings and defining a multiplicit and moving world of constant 
change, full of possibilities for interpretation. 
 
The degree to which the ‘transfer of the referent’ occurs depends ultimately on the 
potency of the imagery to connotate into meaning and significance and its formal 
accessibility. This accessibility has more to do with the resonance of the facture of the 
work than with a familiarity of recognition, which often hangs tenuously by a thread, 
as new and innovative forms are forged by conceptualisation to challenge the 
perceived world. 
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Appendix 1 
 
The Fauve Landscape 
 
In August 1991, I attended an exhibition of Fauve paintings at the Royal Academy of 
Arts in London. It was entitled The Fauve Landscape, Matisse, Derain, Brague and 
their Circle 1904-08 In the foyer of this elegant building, housed a collection of 
classical sculpture and I was reminded of the circumstances which inspired the 
naming of the Fauves by art critic Louis Vauxcelles, who coined the phrase ‘Donatello 
among the wild beasts”. This occurred at their first exhibition at Salon d’Automne in 
Paris in 1905 which has been considered by Douglas Mannering as “the foundation 
event of modem art” (1982 9). 
 
Fauvism was short-lived, spanning from 1904-1908. The paintings were characterized 
by pure, vibrant colours in startling combinations. Fauve painters flattened forms by 
eliminating tonal modelling. They emphasized the surface qualities of the canvas with 
bold brushstrokes located on the surface plane and saw their paintings as  
autonomous, incorporating new perceptions rather than them being mere copies of 
nature. Matisse reflected on the autonomy of the artwork and the separation between 
image  and  referent when he said, “I don’t paint women, I paint pictures” (Mannering  
1982 10). 
 
Derain and Braque dominated the exhibition in which more than one hundred and 
seventy-nine paintings, mostly small works, blazed with riotous colour against the 
pristine, white walls of the Academy. To my late 20th. Century eye the paintings 
appeared innovative and vital. The potent imagery, of which brilliant colour was 
quintessential, directly engaged the senses and typified a language structure that 
confronts, even now, ones perceptions of the ‘natural’ world. 
 
Derain’s discoveries followed the achievements of the Impressionists and their theories  
of reflected light. The ideas of the Post-Impressionists on colour and form also 
influenced Derain. Robert Hughes (1991 132) considers Turning Road L’Estaque 
1906, Houston, Derain’s greatest work. It is one of the most outstanding paintings in 
the exhibition and embodies Derain’s acute understanding of the interrelatedness of 
space and form. The inventiveness of the imagery is exemplified in the twisting tree 
forms of vermilion and cobalt as he disengaged the object from topical colour. 
Expressed in this landscape of yellow roads, cadmium red water and multi-coloured 
trees  is  the  vibrating  richness of the Fauve world of colour. This was the new Fauve 
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model of reality that defined the world not according to the way we see but as a vital 
and energetic expression of the world of light. 
 
In a letter to Vlaminck, Derain explains the direction of his work 
 
“I have the feeling that I am now orientating myself towards something 
better, where the picturesque mattered less than it did last year and I am  
only concerned with the question of painting. . . . If you are not looking for a 
decorative usage, you may just tend to purify more and more this 
transposition of nature. . . .1 see no future except in composition . . . we seek 
to free ourselves from the objective world . . . I believe the problem is to 
group forms in light and to harmonize them at the same time” (Freeman 
1990 39). 
 
Derain’s definition of the figure field in this painting reveals the complexity of the 
model he has created. The oblique line as observed in Japanese art, is used with great 
effect to define the receding space. The trees lean diagonally into the picture plane; on 
the right a yellow jetty cuts similarly across the water. Still retaining Renaissance 
perspective, Derain has used the diminishing size of figures and trees on either sides 
of the road to give a sense of scale. The two small figures languishing on the blue land 
mass help to define a deep space while contrasting against the larger red-skirted figure 
on the red ground. 
 
Braque’s much smaller paintings exemplify the immediacy of the method of en plein 
air painting. Judi Freeman, the exhibition’s curator, has understood the importance of 
landscape in the development of the Fauve model of reality. Edwin Mullins (1968 20) 
concurs. In his monograph on Braque, in reference to Fauvism, he says it is “A young 
man’s art essentially a response by Northerners to the sun.” 
 
Braque, heralding Cubism, searched for solidity with his distinctive and beautifully 
delicate palette. His response to the landscape near Antwerp, is evident in The Bay        
of Antwerp 1906, Private Collection. Braque vision is one of rhythm and liveliness.        
A comparison between the different language structures of this painting and 
Landscape near Antwerp. 1906, Guggenheim (Figure 16), shows the varied responses 
of the artist as he makes models of a referent in a state of flux. In the latter painting     
he has eliminated the use of cloisonné which gives the former painting definition and 
stability. 
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Figure 16 Georges Braque, Landscape near Antwerp, 1906 
 
In the Bay of Antwerp the dark outlines around the foreground coast and pier               
contrast with the turbulence of the water described in sweeping circular strokes of 
mauve and pink. Alternatively the coast in Landscape near Antwerp writhes and 
twists around a calm body of water defined with a minimum number of luscious pink, 
horizontal strokes on an exposed, white ground. 
 
Braque’s definition of the picture plane is achieved by the vigour of the brushstrokes. 
In both these works the surface quality of the canvas is emphasized as the marks 
move across the ground rather than around the forms. The essence of the landscape is 
depicted with vibrantly coloured marks, organised in a deep space which is defined     
by the trapezoidal shape of the bay. Direct observation is clearly a method by which 
Braque was able to formulate ideas of the way the world is, rather than the way it 
looks. 
 
In this endeavour the exhibition brought together views of the landscape which 
questioned the ‘naturalness’ of the perceived world. Through an exploration of 
pictorial space, relating shape and colour, the collected works also provided an 
opportunity to confront this historic period in which these artists proposed how the 
world can be re-invented through images. 
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Appendix 2 
 
á Visage Découvert: The Naked Face 
 
This exhibition, held between July and October in 1992, at the Foundation Cartier 
near Paris, was entitled á Visage Découvert It presented a great number of diverse 
concepts about the human face. These concepts have been realised through codified 
structures that have been incorporated into the visual language of each representation. 
We are able to understand these works in part from this perspective. 
 
In its cultural and historic breadth the exhibition defined the way in which innovative 
visual language structures develop in different cultures and periods in history and 
eventually become conventional depictions that over time are absorbed into our 
consciousness to become perceptual models. I wish to discuss this exhibition referring 
to my own observations of what the works reflected while at the same time taking 
account of the curatorial aims. 
 
In bringing together multi-cultural works and, in particular, tribal art and that of the 
modem Western era, this exhibition is not unique. Many exhibitions have asserted the 
tribal/modem dialectic, the most notable of which is Wiffiam Rubin’s “Primitivism” 
in 20th. Century Art: Affinity of the Tribal and the Modern which was mounted in 1984 
at MOMA in New York. Rubin’s courageous and much maligned attempt went a long 
way in the reassessment of the art of the 20th. Century. The rigorous scholarship of 
Rubin and his colleagues illuminates the accompanying text, containing insightful 
connections unexplored previously by art historians with the exceptions being Laude 
(1968), Wentinck (1978) and Goldwater (1986). As Hilton Kramer (1984 6) 
acknowledges, the text incorporating Rubin’s thesis “will remain the classic scholarly 
work on this subject for many years to come”. 
 
Unlike Rubin’s detailed analysis of the 1984 exhibition, which Kramer (1984) called 
“ubiquitous instruction”, Jean De Loisy’s curatorial approach was somewhat 
haphazard. The opportunity to expand further the tribal/modern connection and 
explore the development of ideas through the visual language structure of each work 
was missed, instead the spectator was tantalised with scant information and dubious 
links made between the works. Although visually similar and purposeful in a general 
sense, the casual juxtapositions of tribal and modern Western art misrepresented the 
facts. Picasso’s “Head of a Woman,” 1940 and Modigliani’s “Study of a Head for a 
Sculpture” 1912 were positioned near an Ammassalimiut mask from East Greenland 
and   a   Fang   mask   from   Gabon,   respectively.    Conclusions  drawn  from  these 
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Figure 17 Giuseppe Arcimboldo, Flora, 1591.  
 
connections are questionable. Picasso’s early sources did not extend to the masks of 
East Greenland as these did not enter the Musée de l’Homme until the mid 30’s. By 
this time Picasso’s fragmentary and multi-dimensional structures had already been 
established. Similarly, in regard to Modigliani, Werner (1962) warns of the danger in 
making superficial stylistic connections. The conventions Modigliani incorporated and 
challenged were numerous, ranging from the Greco-Roman (Wilkinson 1984); tribal 
African (Goldwater 1986), Egyptian, (Balas 1981) to his contemporaries and in 
particular Brancusi (Wilkinson 1984; Werner, 1962). Needless to say Modigliani 
worked from memory, “keeping a distance from his sources”, these sources becoming 
enmeshed in an original conceptualised form (Wilkinson 1984). 
 
The overall concept of the exhibition was based on heterogeneity, with an initial and 
fleeting promotion of the French philosophical discourses of “otherness” and 
existentialism (Graham - Dixon, 1992). 
 
Scattered around the expansive grounds of the Foundation Cartier, the exhibits took 
various forms. The most outstandingly contrived was an ‘arty’ and clever installation 
of artists’ works, featured in a grid of glass boxes. A variety of media provided a 
staccato rhythm. High tech. videos provided experiences of virtual reality, while 
bazaar groupings of works were jarring and perplexing. Arcimboldo’s Flora 1591 
(Figure 17) occupied a narrow, dark, corridor. 
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Directly opposite was a pile of potatoes; the significance of which, like much “art 
povera” depends on the environment in which the work is shown. In this tiny confined 
and dimly lit area the spectator was taken down to the bottom of the cellar where the 
banality of a heap of potatoes was fully realised. Along side the ingenious 
conceptualised Flora this example of “art povera” has little credibility. The 
illusionism of Flora is revealed as the spectator withdraws away; the beautifully 
rendered vegetation synthesizes into the head form, dazzling with glazes on the 
tenebrist blackness. Alternatively the potato ‘face’ is observed at close range only; a 
tenuous link to the painted and cognitively demanding Flora 
 
According to the curator, the exhibition was an opportunity to explore the notion that 
the face is a facade; mysterious and unconnected to the personality of the human 
presence. He limited the works to generalised views of the face; the impersonal and 
anonymous: conceptualised forms. His comments suggest that he believes these 
representations resist any code to define the individual. He has decided not to  
consider the role of the ‘general’ in informing on the ‘particular’, preferring to foster the 
notion that portraiture is mimetic representation. 
 
“Le visage est approché par opposition au portrait. C’est a dire par opposition a la 
presentation d’un personnage saisi daris son contexte selon une conception mimétique 
de la ressemblance” (De Loisy 1). [“The face is approached in contrast with the 
portrait. That is, as opposed to the presentation of a person taken in context,        
according to a mimetic concept of resemblance” (Trans. J Paul)]. Bacon’s non-mimetic 
resemblance of Lucien Freud, 1965, in this exhibition challenges his contention. 
 
a Visage Découvert does however reveal the importance of equivalences and 
codification in the making of images. Through these works, the development of 
modern art as ‘idea’ and the exploration of objects beyond ‘absolute’ appearance, is 
evident. Paintings and sculptures are images that configure through the dynamic, 
internal relationships and qualities of the marks. These images are conceptualised 
through a codified structure, a manifestation of which is evident in the following 
ways. 
 
The ‘fragmented face’ provides a starting point in the first room of the exhibition. 
Facial images were partially hidden and obscured. The video work by Karl Hartmut 
Lerch and Claus Holtz, Portrait/Kopf/Video 1980-84, relies on constant transition 
from one face to another, so that the spectator struggles to focus and recognize the 
moving and indistinct image. The meaning of the work evolves through questioning the 
significance of facial forms; what is youth, male, beauty etc? It poses the question: 
what are the signifiers of the human face? Where does the message lie? 
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Figure 18 Larry Rivers, Parts of the Face: French Vocabulary Lesson, 1961. 
 
Larry Rivers’, Parts of the Face; French Vocabulary Lesson 1961 (Figure 18), also 
draws attention to language structures. Within the painting is the coupling of 
figurative, impressionistic and painterly images with the written word. The white and 
green and yellow ochre forms are just that, painted forms; the process of painting 
revealed by the fugitive drips of paint. These forms are structured by the clues given 
by the iconicity of the eyes, nose and mouth. The French words are meaningless unless 
the spectator speaks French. The arrows provide the clues: the code can be read. 
 
Chuck Close’s earlier “Photo realism” enabled him to explore codification in the 
making of images, through the transposition of the mechanised, reproduced image of 
the photograph. In this large work, entitled Bill, an overall pattern of segmented and 
variegated dots defines the form of the head. The dot is a non-representational mark 
on the surface of the canvas. The spectator recognises the dot and perceives in the 
figure field a head, configuring as the patterns of coloured dots advance and recede. 
 
Throughout the exhibition the spectator could trace the development of the 
codification of perceived reality through highly conceptualised non-mimetic but 
representational depiction. Arcimboldo’s Flora, 1591, already mentioned, configures               
as a human face. This painter found equivalents for eyes, ears, noses and mouths in 
flowers, and, in other works; fruit. A gestalt is created as the mind switches mentally 
from the specific and instantly recognizable individual flowers to the generalised face 
which  forms  only  when  perceived at a distance. In this same tradition Hans Bellmer 
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substituted genital organs for facial features. In his Unica avec L’oeil sexe, 1961, 
mouths transmute into vaginas; eyes into anuses. 
 
Twentieth Century art strongly contests the notion of the absolutism of appearance. 
Giacometti, Picasso and Bacon to name but a few represented in this exhibition, all 
challenged the paradigmatic structure that reached ultimate definition in the 
Renaissance. 
 
The recent portraits of Auerbach’s, David, 1991 and Julia, 1990, carry the message of 
the mark. Auerbachs works reflects that body of knowledge (Gear 1989; Rosand 
1988) that verifies that the weight, the density, the speed of application, the degree of 
curve and the rigidity of the mark all carry a meaning. In these particular works 
Auerbach equates the marks to human qualities. 
 
Assemblages of images unavoidably create a polemic that defines society. Jean De 
Loisy purpose was to present the exhibition as a work of art in itself with himself as 
the creator. The accompanying text, a very large and inappropriately illustrated 
volume was also meant for ‘meditations. Andrew Graham-Dixon’s critique in The 
Independent (July 1992) endorses this assessment. He says in reference to art 
administration and the curatorial position of this exhibition: ‘Another symptom of  
this is the recent emergence, in France, of a new kind of exhibition curator: a mustily 
effusive polymath, a poet of museum display who sees the exhibition as an 
opportunity for self-expression rather than anything as dull and pedestrian as art 
historical exegesis.” 
 
It is regrettable that in manifesting this magnificent and diverse collection of works, De 
Loisy’s emphasis was diverted to his own creative recognition rather than redressing 
inaccuracies of past art publications. 
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Appendix 3 
 
Tribal Art of Western and Central Africa 
 
This section of work examines perception and conceptual models and the role of each 
in the ‘transfer of the referent’. In the following critical analysis I have chosen 
examples of Tribal art that have taken the human form as the referent. This referent 
has been redefined conceptually through the visual language structure of the artwork.  
I contend that the new conceptualised form reflects back on the human body in the 
‘real’ world changing our perceptions. I hope to show therefore the way in which the 
language structures of African art creates a conceptualisation of form. As part of this 
study, and by citing examples of the tribal art of Western and Central Africa, I also 
discuss the role of empiricism in art-making and suggest that through this process the 
artists’ observations often leave a ‘trace’ in the new conceptualised form. I would like 
to make reference to the way in which I intend to discuss the cited works in regard to 
context, aesthetics and language. 
 
A noticeable dilemma surrounds the collections and literature of tribal art. This 
dilemma is not to do with the qualities of the works but rather with how they are 
presented and interpreted. The previous critique, Appendix No. 2, elucidates the 
problem. Many of these works, now residing in Museums, were acquired by 
anthropologists, ethnographers and traders during colonisation. The outcome of this  
is that the works were revered primarily as artefacts; curiosities whose worth was 
bound up in providing clues to dying cultures (Price 1989). The collection at the 
Musée de l’Homme in Paris, contained within antiquated cabinets, testifies to this 
attitude. The crowded and often obscured exhibits are explained poorly by dusty 
information cards yellowed with age. Denise Paulme (1962) who, as a research 
assistant, accompanied Marcel Griaule on his Dakar- Djibouti expedition 1931- 1933 
highlights, the problem in her book African Sculpture. She believes exhibitions must 
emphasise the function of the object in the society of its origin. She acknowledges 
that curators may want to isolate some objects of major artistic worth. Frank Willett 
endorses this view (1971 150). African, Ekpo Eyo (Vogel 1987 35), approaches the 
dilemma from a different background. As Professor of art history at the University of 
Maryland, with degrees in anthropology and archaeology and also with considerable 
years of field experience, he stresses the importance of understanding the context in 
which the work was made: “All works must speak of social order, must speak of the 
continuity of society, and must speak of people.” 
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The Musée des Arts Africaines et Océaniens in Paris has dealt with this problem in its 
recent refurbishment, presenting the works as artworks rather than artefacts. The 
problem is one of meaning. As previously mentioned William Rubin (1984 1) takes a 
pragmatic approach. He evaluates the sculptures according to their formal and 
connotative elements; essentially their language structures: “I want to understand the 
Primitive sculptures in terms of the Western context in which modern artists 
“discovered” them”. His aim was to examine the origins of Modern art and therefore 
although acknowledged other meanings in the works, his concern was for the meanings 
detected through the objects themselves. As my concerns are cognitive I am obliged to  
do the same. Rubin expands this view in saying the works must be judged according 
to the same criteria applied to all works of art. He places them in an artistic context 
and gives as much importance to the religious, social, political and economic 
influences as he would to the artworks of ancient Greece, Medieval France or 
Renaissance Italy (Vogel 1987 51). This view is thought by some to be controversial 
and has attracted severe criticism. Torgovnick (1990 122-123) defines Rubin’s ideas 
as exploitive and imperialist. She laments the removal of these great works from their 
country of origin and the method by which this was done. Documentation of the 
callous actions taken to acquire works during the aforementioned Griauie expedition 
justifies her concern (Price 1989). Regrettable as this exploitive and predatory aspect 
of acquisition is thought to be, it could be said of the art of many great cultures. 
 
Unlike Rubin, Torgovnick, removes Tribal art from the International realm and the 
predominantly Western system of art criticism. In an International context, it has been 
said, that all works of art including those of Africa can be examined by the same 
criteria: that language, artistic concerns and function are fundamentally universal 
categories that can be applied in art analysis. To exemplify, just as Western Medieval 
religious art functions as an aid to social control, the purpose of tribal art similarly 
guards the moral conduct of the community (Bloom 1977 8). In addition, the artists of 
many cultures produce art as status symbols and objects of beauty. Common cause 
can be found in Renaissance Italy and the cultures of the Fon of Dahomey, the Dan 
and the Baule of the Ivory coast (Willett 1971 165). Biebuyck summarises, providing 
evidence to suggest that artworks of Africa function as objects of social control, 
prestige, tools of judicial learning, decoration, instruction, protection and “instruments 
of vengeance” (1985 92). Price (1989) in her book Primitive Art in Civilized Places 
also makes comparisons. She alludes to similarities between Tribal and Modern  
artists referring to the commercial exploitation of each. Some would suggest, that the 
great artworks of both Western and African cultures can be explained similarly by 
their function. Many would say, however, that form transcends function. As Gablik 
points out, the function of a particular artwork changes over time but the resonance of 
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the work does not (1984 15). The resonance of a work of art, it could be argued, 
endures over time and singularly characterizes every great work of art. 
 
As my thesis involves the perception and conceptualisation of referents I intend to 
extend the discussion of tribal art to include anthropological and ethnographic details 
only where these have a direct bearing on the culturally orientated perception of the 
referent and on the development in the work of the language structure. 
 
I attempt firstly to establish tribal art as a manifestation of conceptual thought and 
secondly through the examination of chosen masks and sculptures to discuss the role 
observation plays in varying degrees in the conceptual development of the language 
structure. 
 
In the formation of concepts, as observed in the iconic representations of all artworks, 
it is likely that the role of codification and analogy are significant factors. The 
synthesis and juxtaposition of disparate elements; through the processes of 
serialisation, ordering, stacking, inversion, geometrification, simplification and 
integration, facilitate the making of alternate representations which challenge our 
knowledge of the perceived world. These connections rely on ‘differences’, or the 
combining of multiple systems, for example, totemic form in African art. Gregory 
Bateson (1980) suggests that “all innovation depends on the principle of differences”. 
Through visual language structures these differences are explored and percepts are 
brought together; challenged and rearranged in response to the initial mark or form 
made by the artist. The concepts developed through this process are realised ideas. 
More often than not, they are based on generalities. Fagg confirms this process in 
regard to African art, referring to sculptural forms as general representations which 
convey an idea (Elisofon and Fagg 1978 14). Paul Wingert (1962 135) concurs in 
referring to: “the use of generic or non-individualised shapes and details to interpret 
sculpturally the character or quality of natural forms.” For example, symmetry in 
African art could be seen as a generalising process negating the tendency towards 
idiosyncratic representations and overriding the desire to render the same detail in the 
form as was observed in the referent. Bateson (1980 9) proposes that symmetry is a 
universal characteristic of creatura. He goes on to refer to symmetry as the “pattern 
which connects”. An understanding of symmetry as an essential cornerstone of living 
things may be axiomatic in our observance of nature. 
 
Susan Vogel, the Executive Director of The Centre for African Art in New York further 
explains the development of ideas in African art (1986 12). “African artists… seldom 
portray real people or real animals, but rather ideas about reality that are expressed 
through  reference  to  the  visible  world….African sculpture is thus the result of a highly 
 87
intellectual and abstract process of 
translating ideas, concepts and values         
into physical form”. Leuzinger (1972 19) 
agrees that the “logical planning of the 
work is based on an idea In the           
following examples of masks and 
sculptures I wish to explore the ways in 
which a conceptual model has            
developed through the visual language 
structure of the work. 
 
In South-Eastern Nigeria, the prosperity   
of the tribes scattered over the Niger  
Delta region depends on the life of the 
river and sea. The Ijo is one such tribe 
whose spirituality centred on water 
animals and consequently many         
ritualistic ceremonies were held in the 
water (Herold 1990 123). Many of the 
masks of this tribe are worn horizontally 
on the head and whilst wading through        
the water, the faces look to the sky and 
appear to be swimming (Leuzinger 1972 
188). Masks associated with these 
performances were often combinations            
of     zoomorphic    and    anthropomorphic 
 
 
 
Figure 19 Ijo, Mask of the Water Spirit (Otobo), 
South-Eastern Nigeria. 
forms. In this particular mask the Mask of the Water Spirit, called Otobo, (Figure 19) 
and others collected around the mouth of the Niger River, geometric simplified form 
embodies an idea about man relationship with the spirit world. 
 
Studies show that the tribes of the Niger delta make the basic sculptural form with a 
tool called a matchet, rather than an adze. Robin Horton (1965 41) believes the 
traditional tendency to geometricize brought about the use of this tool. Elisofon and 
Fagg (1978), and Herold (1990 124) refer to these masks as cubistic. I suggest this 
term may be misleading in its inferred reference to Cubism: whilst both Ijo sculpture 
and Cubist art appear to be geometricized, a distinction should be made. Cubism, in 
Western art, challenged the former perceptual model of the fixed view in regard to the 
appearance  of  objects  and their position in time and space (Kahnweiler 1949). These 
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Tribal models are tropes that entrap and represent a specific spirit. Human and           
animal features typify this mask 
 
The canines of the hippopotamus become cylinders (Elisofon and Fagg 1978) the ears, 
triangles. The idea of the bulk of the hippopotamus positioned on four cylindrical 
supports is fully synthesized with the ‘headness’ of man. The large and lidded eyes 
are at once the ponderous and still eye of the hippopotamus and the reflective 
intelligent eye of man, positioned under the shadowed broad forehead which unites 
the head in a T-formation, the shaft, a human, aquiline nose. These deep shadows 
under the brow, eyes, the curving jaw and the teeth-line, evoke gravity and strength. 
The essence of man and beast is fully integrated as one. Symmetry plays a major part 
in signifying the indivisibility of head and body, animal and man. Despite this 
integration, the language structure has evolved through an additive process that is 
unified by frontality and its rigid four-square composition (Horton 1965 37). 
 
Amongst the most moving of all the African masks are the Kifwebe masks of the 
Basonge tribe of Zaire, (Figure 20). Research into Kifwebe masks has been limited and 
information about their function scanty (Herold 1990 217), although they are now 
attracting more interest (Rubin 1984 17). 
 
Inventiveness has been motivated by a belief in exorcism and ancestral worship (Segy 
1976). This mask is apotropaic, used to ward off evil, disaster or death. The extent            
to which the forms are concepts of the human facial structure and the manner in which 
this is expressed as a dynamic visual language, provides the key to the evocative 
nature of the masks. They are tropes: previously unseen and unknown forms, 
recognized immediately as a vital life force, the power of human energy in the living, 
moving head and body. I contend that any understanding of the conceptualisation in 
this model must consider the extension and synthesis of ‘naturalistic forms integrated 
into a patterned and formal structure. Concept formation is achieved through a 
synthesis of perceived reality and the propositions inherent in the language structure. 
Some of these propositions include the expression of the invention of equivalent forms 
for the mouth, eyes, nose and the shape of the head. The head is in the shape of a key 
hole. 
 
A boxlike mouth, protruding eyes and a crest which moves forward from the back of 
the head, down the forehead to form the nose are, in part, shaped by this culture’s rich 
mythology. The nose equates to the tree of life while the mouth represents the birds 
beak or the sorcerer’s fire (Kerchache, Paudrat and Stephan 1993 577). Similar 
structures appear in all Kifwebe masks. The force of these simplified and formal 
structures  is  emphasized  by  coloured  stripes  which  move  around the form. These 
 89
stripes and alternating parallel           
grooves which cover the entire surface 
of the mask are said to represent the 
bongo antelope of the region, or 
alternatively, the pathway of the               
dead who await rebirth (Kerchache,            
et. al. 1993 576). They may be left in 
the bright colour of the wood or filled 
with white clay (Herold 1990 217)          
but variations are determined 
according to the specific gender 
represented (Kerchache, et. al. 1993 
576). The stripes move forcefully 
down the mask and outwards         
through the mouth and are picked up  
at the top of the crest and around the 
eyes. The rhythmic movement created 
by the patterning is paradoxically 
stilled by the punctuation of the deep 
shadows formed by the mouth and the 
eyes. A formality and dignity              
that ensues is aided further by the 
balance of simplified forms, belying 
the ugliness that Rubin suggests some 
attributed   to   these   masks   on   their  
 
 
Figure 20 Basonge, Kifwebe, Mask, Zaire       
first viewing in 1939 (Rubin 1984 17). In possessing these formal characteristics the 
mask supports Vogel contention in Aesthetics of African Art (1986 28) that African 
art is classical rather than expressive. 
 
The art of the Dogon is divided into two distinctive stylistic and chronological groups. 
The earliest known sculptures called Tellem figures were made by the ancient 
inhabitants of the Bandiagara cliffs in Mali. These figures are dated at around the  
11th Century. Later figures, post-l6th. Century, reveal elemental traces of the former 
‘style’ (Kerchache, et. al. 1993 502) and these together with the superstructured and 
animal masks, which partake in the ceremony of the dama, form the second group. In 
the following account I include an animal mask and a Tellem figure. 
 
As in the Ijo Mask of the Water Spirit, discussed previously, the concept of the Mask 
of  the White Monkey, (Figure 21) from the village of Ireli in Mali, is realised through the 
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bringing together of animal and man. Marcel 
Griaule (1965) suggests the totemic religiosity 
of the Dogon explains the relationship between 
man and animal. The Dogon conceptualised 
this relationship through superstructured 
masks, masks surmounted by animals, humans 
or flat, plank like forms (Segy 1976 45-46; 
Paulme 1962 16), the latter of which are 
identified as the singe, the “house” mask and 
the kanaga which is surmounted by a cross of 
Lorraine (Kerchache, et. al. 1993 504). These 
masks, some of surprising height, are  
facilitated in their construction by the lightness 
of the wood, which Leuzinger (1972 18) 
identifies as kapok. This particular mask 
configures as a monkey surmounting a human 
head and is a juxtaposition of inverse but 
harmonious forms. 
 
The mask is included here because for me it  
not only exemplifies a specific 
conceptualisation process but also describes        
the  precision  and beauty of the human mind at 
 
Figure 21 Dogon, While Monkey Mask, Mali.
the zenith of its creative powers. The completeness of the model is the most striking 
and moving feature of the mask and has been achieved through a visual language that 
is universally recognised. 
 
Dogon art is perhaps the most well known and well documented. The published field 
work of Marcel Griaule (1965 1938) and his research workers has ensured its 
notoriety. Despite this familiarity with the material, his concerns have been primarily 
ethnological. Fagg (Elisofon and Fagg 1978) alerts us to the dangers of subjective 
opinion when extended and intense ethnographic study is undertaken. Laude (1973 
18) also cautions about the second hand nature of the reporting of these studies.             
Little has therefore been ‘written about the visual language structures developed by the 
inventive artists of this tribe, except by Laude (1973). The publication of this mask  
by Susan Vogel, also includes a detailed analysis (1985). She notes the simplicity of 
the forms and the tension created through the encircling shape of the monkeys arms. 
She  stresses  that  the  importance ‘is on the created spaces rather than the solid form. 
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Vogel moreover sees this form as tripartite, the lower human face, the monkey’s body 
and lastly the monkey’s head. 
 
I suggest an alternative reading of the form lies in an equation of the two equal parts, 
the head of the monkey inseparable from the body; two echoing forms carefully 
balanced by the careful positioning of the two sets of eyes and the deep shadows they 
cast: one set in the middle of a solid form, the other at the top of a void. The concave 
form of the substructure also balances the forwardly tilting monkey’s head. Joining at 
the centre, two opposing semi- circular forms create a solid and void and thus a 
rhythmic flow of light moves gently up, around and down the structure. 
 
The resultant equation reflects the functioning of abstract thought through a strange 
paradoxical echoing of these two disparate forms which are fused into one by a unity 
of expression; a model articulated through light and balance. 
 
A certain mystery surrounds the sculptures known as Tellem figures, the making of 
which is attributed to the predecessors of the Dogon people. No conclusive evidence 
has been uncovered concerning their origin and provenance (Vogel 1985 128). This 
wooden Tellem Figure from the village of Yaya in Mali is one of a number of figures 
typified by their geometric and simplified forms, imprecise detail and a crusty surface 
which Vogel (1985 126) believes to be built up with sand and sacrificial fluids whilst 
others record the surface as bat guano (Kerchache, et. al. 1993 504). The pointed          
hood symbolizes the earth, the figure represents the priest, Hogon, who is a medium 
between heaven and earth; the dead and the living (Bambert 1980 52). N’Diaye’s 
explanation of this figure is the most comprehensive to date (Vogel 1985 126). The 
only other publication of this figure she refers to is that of Elisofon and Fagg (1978 
31), whose documentation is limited to conjecture about the function of these figures 
in rites of sacrifice. It is interesting to note the myth to which D’Naiye attaches this 
figure. She believes the figure to represent the first human being, Dyougou Serou, 
created by the god Amma. Dyougou committed incest with his mother in the absence 
of a wife. The concealed face is thought to represent shame. The figure is therefore a 
trope. The gesture of the hands covering the face, it could be argued, transcends time 
and culture; a universally recognised gesture. The depiction of gesture requires 
abstract thought as it reduces form to its essential features (Arnheim 1969 117).          
[ Barache (1987) includes a full discussion on the “Transplanted Gesture” in his book 
Giotto and the Language of Gesture in which he proposes a universal language of 
gesture ]. 
 
Embodied in the language structure, the sculptor has represented ‘humanness’ in non- 
mimetic forms.   A void  has  been  created  between the arms and neck supporting the 
 92
head. These additional supports rather than adding strength to the figure seem to 
isolate the neck and emphasize its vulnerability. The absence of facial features and  
the covering hands, merging into the face, render the figure blind and add to the 
vulnerability of the figure. The torso with its gently rounded and infantile form, 
issuing from the horizontal, upper arms, appears as exposed as the genitalia. Yet the 
figure is neither infantile nor pathetic. The sculptor has been able to fully articulate 
the joints of the limbs yet retain the verticality of the figure and subsequently a 
monumentality and dignity which is further enhanced by the length of neck and 
pointed head. He has been able to do this through the employment of girdles at the 
shoulders and hips. The arrangement of triangular forms, one at the bottom of the 
figure made by the ankle, knee and buttocks and another between the elbow, shoulder 
and the top of the head, have little resemblance to human anatomy or proportion. 
Despite the lack of mimesis, the figure imparts an idea about human emotions and 
responses. It is the embodiment of the regret and shame felt for a transgression. 
 
Laude (1973 43) encapsulates the conceptualisation process developed through the 
visual language structure of the Tellem figure: “The sculptor gradually releases an 
anthropomorphic image which becomes more and more particularised by means of 
conventional signs that, taken as a whole, constitute a repertoire (a code), and convey 
a message”. 
 
The Reliquary Figure of the Mahongwe of Gabon is arguably the most conceptual 
model in African tribal art. These Mahongwe and Bakota reliquary figures were some 
of the earliest African artworks to be introduced into European society. A similar 
Mahongwe figure was collected in 1881 (Vogel 1985 147) and resides with other 
similar forms in the Musée de l’Homme. 
 
Reliquary figures, termed bieri, are the guardians of the ancestors. They watch over 
the baskets in which the bones of their dead are preserved (Paulme 1962 115). The 
tribes along the equatorial forests, the Mahongwe, the Fang and the Bakota, all 
observe the rites of the ancestral cult. 
 
Conceptualised as a truncated saucer, the concave head represents one of the most 
general characteristics of African art. Why this form is so prevalent is as yet 
unanswered. The continual movement and interaction of the tribes in this area may 
account for the similarity between the previously noted tribes. Concave facial forms 
are also found among tribes at great distances from Gabon; the Senufo, Guere and 
Baule of the Ivory Coast; the Ijo of Nigeria, and the Wabembe and Batabwa tribes of 
the Eastern Congo, to name but a few. 
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The construction of the figure is simple. A cylinder forms the neck, a shape that is 
often repeated at the top to represent the top knot of hair. The face is an oval,           
wooden dish onto which are nailed in parallels, very fine strips of brass. These 
enhance the strict symmetry and formality created by the centrality of the plain, 
vertical, brass forehead which transmutes into a mouth formed by vertically splayed 
strips below two piercing and conical eyes and a pencil-thin nose. The proportions of 
the face emphasize the all seeing, all knowing eyes, tiny in comparison with the huge 
head. The gently curved concave form reminds one of a satellite dish, perhaps with 
the same purpose. No other type of tribal culture brings together a more generalised 
view of mankind, calm and stately, and in perfect balance. According to Vogel each 
reliquary figure represents the ancestral founder of the clan (1985 148). 
 
These figures are as far removed from the Western notion of portraiture as is possible. 
There is no doubt that in order to create such a convention of depiction, 
conceptualisation of a high order and complexity occurred. It is interesting to 
conjecture that if perception depends on what the mind already knows, then what  
does the African see when he views this replica of his ancestor? Does he see his 
ancestor, knowing that it is him, or does he see a generalised representation of 
mankind? 
 
Fagg raises the question of portraiture and naturalistic representation in African art, 
that is, art embodying resemblance through observation. Fagg and Plass (1964 65) 
develop the thesis that ‘naturalism’ is indigenous in the art of Africa. Their use of the 
term ‘naturalism’ is best explained in reference to African art as a model originating in 
observed reality: not how things look but how they are generally thought to be. For 
example, I suggest that, to the Western eye, the sickness masks of the Bapende, 
although appearing to be distortions from the ‘normative’, are in fact conceptual 
depictive models that refer to elemental traces of their origins in perceived reality. 
From the point of view of this critique I would prefer to use the term realism, rather 
than ‘naturalism’, as the latter infers mimesis. 
 
We know that there are many depictive models in tribal art, the art of Benin, a notable 
example. Torday claimed that the three “ndop” or Kuba king figures he acquired in the 
Congo region and shipped to the British Museum were portraits carved from life 
(Mack 71). This has been proven erroneous (Mack, Schildkrout 1992 67). Vogel also 
proposes that there are few portraits in African art (1986 12). It was thought that in 
the absence of portraiture, the African was inept and unaccomplished (Mack). Fagg 
points out that portraiture in primitive art is rare because of the danger of harm 
coming to the representation and the consequences rebounding on the subject 
(Elisofon and  Fagg 1978 14). These views raise new possibilities about definitions of 
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portraiture. Preston (1991 16) illuminates the dilemma of definition. “Portraiture 
existed in individualised, generic and conceptual form - sometimes all three in a 
single figure”. A limited view of portraiture based on depictive representation 
according to accepted conventions, would seem untenable. 
 
For a full discussion of this point see Kerchache, Paudrat and Stephan (1993 105- 
109): 
 
“But it must not be forgotten that the naturalistic character of a figurative 
convention cannot be recognised and established merely on the basis of the 
observation of the plastic object alone isolated from its context of use. The 
naturalistic character of a convention runs the risk that its conventional 
character be forgotten and that we fall back into a naturalistic 
interpretation.” 
 
To elaborate further I wish to cite the masks of the Western Bapende as I believe they 
explain the way in which observed reality provides the raw material for the 
reconstruction and synthesis by which a conceptualised form and a new convention 
evolves. The ‘traces’ of the perceived and some would say ‘natural’ world often 
remain in the new form. 
 
In order to understand the role of empiricism in tribal art, a greater knowledge of the 
context in which the artwork was made, is helpful to discern the degree and 
specificity of observed detail. 
 
Although Emile Torday spent a great deal of his life living with and documenting the 
activities of the people of the Congo region, much contradictory information exists 
about the art of the Western Bapende, a tribe living on the Kwili river in Zaire. 
Biebuyck’s (1985) detailed study exposes the problem of multiplicit interpretations of 
their artworks. For example, in reference to these masks the term Mbuya is used by 
Rubin to mean sickness mask (1984 264) and by Herold to describe initiation masks 
(1990 196). Biebuyck defines the term as generic and referring to sculptured face 
masks (1985 228). Alternatively Kerchache, Paudrat and Stephan (1993 585), refer to 
the Mbuya as village masks, characterized by their realism and expressiveness and 
fundamentally used for entertainment. If this is so the so called ‘distortions’ may be 
perceptually based. I have chosen to discuss two particular masks of this tribe     
because they exemplify the point I am trying to make that conceptualised form can be 
rooted in the direct observation of the referent. 
 
It is important here to describe certain cultural details to explain the way in which 
conventions   of   depiction   allude   to   the   perception   of   the  ‘real’  world,  while 
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simultaneously a synthesis of information is also evident in the conceptualised form of 
the mask. These masks which were made for the rites of passage, symbolize the 
rebirth of manhood. They are worn during a theatrical performance that occurs after 
the completion of the initiation at the bush school (Herold 1990 196). Raffia cloth  
and fibres combine to signify hair and in addition conceal the neck and shoulders.  
The masks represent around twenty different social types; chiefs, cultural heroes and 
village dignitaries. These types include “the diviner”, “the executioner” and the 
“epileptic” (Vogel 1986 19). Herold believes the masks to be identical, whilst, 
according to Biebuyck, they are differentiated by coiffure, costume, gesture and 
formalised movement (1985 292). Exceptions include those masks with a beardlike 
extension, always patterned with brown and white rhomboid markings, juxtaposed 
precisely. This type of mask has inconclusively been identified by Herold (1990 182) 
and Bodrogi (1968 78). Biebuyck identifies the chiefs mask as adorned with a three- 
horned headdress (1985 232). He further explains that conflicting interpretations 
occur due to the double role many characters play and the different contexts in which 
the characters appear. Another identifiable group are those typified by facial 
‘distortions’. Further explanations can be found in Figure 8. 
 
I will attempt in my explanation of the following examples to justify this contention 
that these are generalised views of the human face, but at the same time may be 
derived from certain specifics which we find in portraiture. Descriptions offered from 
notable scholars of Bapende art (Biebuyck 1985, Bodirogi 1965, Olbrecht 1946 
Maeson 1950) illuminate difficulties of the appreciation of Tribal art according to 
Western taste and culture. Biebuyck (1985 84) quotes the above mentioned scholars 
in describing the masks as; “strikingly realistic with eyelids cast down, fleshless 
sunken cheeks, broad, jutting cheekbones, nose with tightly stretched skin, and 
convulsively finished mouth.” He assumes them to be death masks. As well as being 
an embodiment of the spirit world, I suggest they are also observed from life as the 
following analysis attests. 
 
Bapende Mask (Figure 6), typical of its type, is characterized by a delicate and 
distinctive visual language structure. It is a language developed through gently 
triangulated forms, and diagonals which move around the heart-shaped form of the 
face; the downwardly sloping eye, the scarification marks and eyebrows which extend 
around to the side of the head. A beautiful rhythm is created vertically, initiated 
through the concave, bulbous forehead and the concavity of the nose. Rubin discusses 
the unusual juxtaposition of surface linearity aided by a precision of detail and the 
volumetric structure in the most successful of these masks (Vogel 1987 59). It is in this 
juxtaposition  of  opposing  ideas that conceptualisation is most evident. Reversing the 
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logic of anatomy, the delicately formed spherical eyeball, is located externally on the 
closed lid of downturned eyes. 
 
The sculptor’s observation of reality also plays a dominant role in the modelling of 
this mask, as (Figure 7), a photograph of two young Bapende girls suggests. The 
chiselled teeth of the mask, far from expressing any distorted embodiment of a 
malevolent spirit, are a mimetic representation, directly observed from the referent in 
‘real’ life. This tribe and the neighbouring Backokwe believed filed teeth to be a 
distinguishing factor between man and animal, the teeth are therefore shaped to fine 
points. Wingert (1962 148) sees this expressive form as “emphatically aggressive”. 
Informed by the knowledge that pointed teeth represented a canon of beauty in 
Bapende culture, the spectator may consider a new view; that these tiny detailed 
features are apposite and integral in a unified structure based on diametrical and 
curvilinear forms. The scarification marks evident on the mask are also observed from 
nature and on the mask provide balance; the downward movement following on from 
the line of the eyes, counterbalancing the V formation of the chin. 
 
Similarly Mbuya Mask (Figure 5), also of the Bapende from Zaire is characterised by 
asymmetry and bicolour. The interpretations are controversial. Samaltands- 
Sandstrom (1987 66) cites this particular mask in referring to a group of apotropaic 
bicoloured masks that have been used in ceremonies to represent those outcasts of 
society who have been disfigured by disease. She believes the dark side of the mask  
to indicate evil. Biebuyck (1985 240) endorses this view although, as previously 
mentioned, cautions about interpretation, indicating that identification depends on        
the accessories rather than the mask itself. In discussing the bicoloured masks he 
describes the “diviner” as having a white central line dividing the form whilst 
“villainous and ugly persons, together with hunchbacks and epileptics” were typified 
by half white and half black (or red) faces. The dark side of the “epileptic” was said            
to represent charring of the face after a fall into the fire during a seizure. 
 
Rubin (1984 265) refers to these masks as the sickness masks of the Bapende (Masque     
de Maladie). Rather than distortions of reality, he asserts that they were based on 
“facial disfigurements that existed in reality” and are therefore descriptive in origin. 
The asymmetry of the curved nose, the sloping eye and twisted mouth leads Vogel’s to 
the view that these masks are “inspired by advanced stages of syphilis, or “gangosa” 
(Rubin 1984 337). It could be conjectured that the mask is as much a testament of the 
society and times of the Congo, as is Bronzino’s Allegory of Love,  1545, London, in 
which a portrait of a Syphilis sufferer makes a social and moral comment on the 
ravages of the disease in 16th Century Italy (Conway 1986). 
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Appendix 4 
 
The Ammassalimiut Dance Masks of East Greenland 
 
The study of the masks made by the Ammassalinilut of Greenland provides a unique 
opportunity to trace the development of a conceptually formed model of depiction         
and its origins in perceived reality. These masks, some of which I observed in the 
Musée de l’Homme, are typified by a distinctive imagery that reached its zenith in the 
early part of this century. The inventiveness was as short as it was potent. It is               
only possible to discern such a developmental process and its demise over less that 
one hundred years, due to the discovery of the artefacts from these isolated people  
and their subsequent documentation. 
 
The Greenlanders were one of the most isolated people on earth until 1884. Prior to 
1880, a four year long trek to Cape Farewell to barter for iron, provided the only 
contact with the outside world (Gessain 1984 82). Although the Ammassalmiut made 
masks of both animal skins and wood, it is on the wooden dance masks I wish to 
concentrate this study. 
 
Early Period 1800-1880 c. 
 
Gustav Holm is attributed with the first European contact with the Ammassalimiut. 
Further early study was carried out by Christian Kruuse a botanist, who lived in 
Ammassalik from 1898 to 1902. Ethnological studies were made by William 
Thalbitzer who spent the winter of 1905-06 in Ammassalik (Gessain 1984 83). These 
three men, all Danish, were therefore responsible for much of the early cultural and 
environmental information, and for the collection of artefacts and very early masks, 
housed in the Museum of Copenhagen. None of these early pre-Christian masks have 
been dated before the 1800s. The masks are typified by simplified, ovular and 
rectangular forms. Symmetrical furrows imitate tattooing marks of that period 
(Gessain 1984 86). Elongated orifices indicate the eyes and mouth. The mouth 
frequently has rounded corners and appears to be stretched horizontally (Figure 22). 
This configuration has later been termed “mors de danse” after the practice of 
inserting an enlarged piece of wood in the mouth to emulate the mythical character 
Qaqilangerseq, during games and festivals (Gessain 1984 87). The origins of this 
practice are unknown. 
 
The shallow depth of these masks was thought to be due to the driftwood out of  
which  they  were  made  (Gessain  1984 85). In determining the nature of these materials, 
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Gessain refers to the Greenlanders using tree 
trunks which had been suspended in ice- packs. 
Their regular, rectangular form would suggest 
the use of wooden planks. These could have 
been carried in towards  the land by the sea and 
ice; the refuse from passing ships. It is curious 
that the masks of the Middle period which were 
more irregular and curvilinear were produced 
at a time when a supply of milled wood was 
available, due to an influx of European 
material. Gessain also discusses the use of 
tools, citing the adze, long handled knife and 
bowdrill.  
 
He fails to tell us however in which period 
these tools were used. It could be         
conjectured that, as previously noted, iron was 
difficult to acquire before 1880, and therefore 
poor tools produced the crudity of forms and 
marks on these earlier masks. 
 
In discussing these masks, Kaalund refers           
to the static nature of art made in isolation 
(1986   61).   The   masks  that  were produced, 
 
 
Figure 22 Ammassalimiut, Masks, Early Period, 
Greenland. 
whether as a result of isolation, crude tools or the specific materials used, were 
unsophisticated in comparison with later models. They were simplified forms that             
were, I suggest, related to the way the human eye sees, that is, in generalised and 
geometric forms (Ross 1982). The “mors de danse” configuration also indicates that  
these masks were perceptually based; observed from life (from ceremonial 
performances). 
 
Kaalund goes on to say however that the masks made after European influence        
“displayed unusual fidelity to traditional styles”. This statement would seem to me to            
be erroneous, taking into account the rapid and dramatic change that took place in            
formal depiction at the turn of the century. Although there are indications of the  
depiction of traditional practices, such as the references to tattooing and coiffure, the 
model of the Middle Period indicates a challenge to traditional depictive modes of 
representation. This challenge I propose originates in the changing practices and 
perceptions of a people involved in cultural upheaval. 
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Middle Period Masks collected in 1935 
 
An expedition in 1934-5 to the Ammassalik district headed by Emile Victor and 
accompanied by Robert Gessain provided new information about the tribal culture.                
The fruits of the expedition are housed in the Musée de l’Homme in Paris. Comprising 
208 masks, this large collection is diverse in quality and includes masks made to 
function in dance ceremonies and masks made for trade. Many of the exhibits were 
made especially for the expedition members. I wish to discuss pieces from this             
collection to explain the way in which the conceptualisation evident in these forms 
contains ‘traces’ from perceived reality. 
 
The art that developed during the occupation of prohibitive and censorious Danish 
missionaries was quite unlike that of previous depictive models and was short-lived                
in quality, probably coming to an end around 1930. It is significant that none of the 
earlier masks (pre-1880), at least not those documented by Kaalund (1983) and 
Gessain (1984), exhibit the diverse features of the later masks, collected in 1935. 
These later forms, I suggest, developed due to rapid cultural change and the 
introduction of new tools and materials. 
 
Improved tools and a more reliable wood supply due to contact with Europeans may 
have given the work new precision and sophistication. A challenge to imposed 
religious and cultural values, could also have been a contributing factor to the 
development of a more conceptualised model of the human face. Certain perceptual 
details are indicated, some of these as Kaalund (1983) correctly asserts are 
conventions based on tradition such as the top knot which indicates the female 
coiffure. The “skeletal motif’ (originally furrows) however, I would contend, moved 
away from the depiction of tattooing to become part of an integrated and formal 
language structure; a new convention of representation. 
 
Missionary disapproval of spiritual beliefs and social customs implemented            
unwanted change and necessitated the concealment of traditional ceremonies and 
practices at the beginning of the Middle Period. In 1884 the first missionary F. C. P. 
Ruttel ordered the burning of masks and drums and prohibited dance and game 
ceremonies called uajertut (Gessain 1984 83). Missionary zeal wrought similar change              
in many of the polar tribal cultures. Ray 1967) claims that by 1900 masks had 
disappeared from all Alaskan Eskimo culture. 
 
Peterson and Holm in 1894 and 1884 respectively suggest that masks making was not 
prevalent at this time. They documented the alternate practice of masking the ‘real’ 
face  through  blackening  with  soot  and  altering  the  features  with  a  leather thong 
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(Gessain 1984 82). With prohibition, it is feasible that this new activity influenced a 
new inventiveness in what had now become subversive art making. Also at this time 
dancers began pasting thin leather strips on their own faces to circumvent the 
directives of the missionaries. The faces of the Ammassalimiut during dance 
performances were therefore distorted with indentations as the thongs were stretched 
tightly across their cheeks. These innovations later appeared on the masks. The 
referent for subsequent masks was, I contend, the dancer’s transformed face. This 
suggestion can be extended to include the dancer in motion out of which developed 
the abstracted asymmetrical and conceptualised forms. Based on the perceived         
reality of the disguised and moving human form, the masks became the model to 
which we refer in understanding the way of the Ammassalimiut, their history and 
survival in an inhospitable land. 
 
The Greenlanders have an oral language, rich in expressive facial gestures. The 
traditional miming activity known as “Making Faces” indicates a level of 
understanding and importance attributed to facial expression (Gessain 1984 88). 
Called the “laughing people”, the Ammassalimiut are also self-deprecatory, but with a 
mocking humour (Gessain 1984 88). These aspects of their culture are evident in 
uajertut games and ceremonial dances. The prevalence of mimicry and extreme facial 
animation and flexibility, manifested in their culture, may also have arisen through 
observing people in the severe climatic conditions of the Polar regions; the response of 
the face to the constant dazzle of light reflecting off the ubiquitous ice and snow. A 
photograph taken by Robert Gessain (Figure 9) and published in the Musée de 
l’Homme alerts us to this possibility as the figure appears to grimace in response to 
the glare. If we conclude that these innovative and conceptualised forms have 
developed through environmental and cultural influences as described above then it is 
likely that these asymmetrical forms have been misinterpreted. 
 
Kaalund refers to the “terrifying appearance” of the masks (1983 57) and asserts they 
were used to frighten children. This claim is refuted by Gessain who explains the 
masks as part of a game of shared conventions in ritualistic and comic theatre. 
Christian Feest also refers to them disparagingly as “grotesquely distorted” (Feest 
1984 95). Paradoxically, he accompanies his text with one of the most inventive 
forms of the animated face in the history of art. (Figure 10). This work by Inuk Elio, 
encapsulates timely change and motion and contrasts with the precursory static forms 
made by the previous generations of the Ammassalimiut. 
 
The rhythmic quality of this mask arises from a zig-zagging movement, beginning at 
the slightly upturned broad mouth. The movement continues upwardly, the furrows 
spanning  from  left  to  right  following the line of the nose, to the asymmetrical eyes and 
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ending at the knotted coiffure. The twist in 
the mask adds to the animation. If the            
form follows the nature of the material it 
could be said that the sinuosity of this form 
is contingent on the shape of the driftwood, 
which appears to be a discarded barrel  
stave. 
 
Figure 11, Musée de l’Homme, also 
exemplifies a visual language structure that 
embodies the animated face. A circular 
movement is created by the twice depicted 
nose and the asymmetrical eyes. The  
turning head is expressed in these forms. 
The mouth is extended into a “mors de 
danse” enhancing the rotational movement 
of the head but also creating a tension by          
its downward curve, juxtaposed against               
the upward arc of the nose. The furrows 
further emphasize the inherent movement 
qualities, darting and flickering around the 
mask intermittently. 
 
Late Period: Masks made after 1930 
 
The masks produced after 1930, divorced 
from their previous function, have little of 
the vitality of previous models. These  
masks are commercial products in the main, 
made for the souvenir market by a people 
fast losing their cultural identity. Figures 23 
and 24 show the stylisation of previous 
forms. Shiny enamel paint has replaced the 
blackening soot and walrus teeth of  
previous models (Kaalund 1983 62).  
Painted eyes complete the slick and 
calculated image. The remnant of the 
traditional female coiffure shown on Figure 
23    is   crude,    without    any   meaningful 
 
Figure 23 Jakob Amátangneq, Souvenir Mask, 
Late Period Greenland 
 
 
         
Figure 24 Jakob Amátangneq, Souvenir Mask, 
Late Period Greenland. 
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relationship to the entire form. Figure 24 takes its asymmetry from former masks but 
does not achieve the same spontaneity, balance and movement. Deprived of their 
former spiritual life, which developed through a rich mythology as a response to their 
awareness of the power of nature, in the most extreme and isolated environment 
known to man, the Ammassalimiut mask-makers no longer make works of art. 
Without “the original spiritual search” works created, out of time and context, 
degenerate into a vacuous and meaningless style (Leshan and Margenau 1986). 
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Appendix 5 
 
Picasso’s Heads of the 30’s 
 
Introduction 
 
I have attempted in the previous critical essays to establish, a priori, the conceptual 
nature of tribal art: this fundamental feature I contend was understood by modern 
artists early in the century. I have previously cited Vogel (1986), Laude (1973) and 
Preston (1991) to confirm this contention. Robin Horton’s research also provides 
support for this view (1967). In “African Traditional Thought and Western Science” 
he explains the African’s ability to abstract and conceptualise. His knowledge of 
African art, particularly that of the Kalabari, informs his thesis (1965). 
 
This critique is an analysis of Picasso’s female heads of the 30’s. These paintings, I 
saw immediately following my visit to the Musée de l’Homme and thus with notions 
of the human form redefined by the African artist, the conceptual origins of these 
works seemed apparent. As a way to create new forms in my own work I wished to 
understand further the modern\tribal connection. 
 
The reading research that followed this viewing provided multifarious meanings 
concerning influences on modern artists. For this reason I have approached this 
critique from an historical point of view, through necessity mapping the context in 
which Picasso produced this work and therefore attempting to verify my claim that 
the Tribal influence on his work was one of a conceptual nature. Before beginning the 
Critique proper I wish to establish the milieu in which Picasso worked, up until the 
30’s, and to discuss the research historians have undertaken concerning this topic. 
 
Earlier in the century much interest in Tribal art was generated by such critics, art 
dealers and writers as Roger Fry, Carl Einstein, André Salmon, Apollinaire and D. H. 
Kahnweiler. They wrote with great insight concerning the influence of Tribal art on the 
artists at this time. Their writings however were not included in the mainstream of art 
history and education until quite recently. 
 
Fry was unstinting in his praise for the African mind. He referred to “the logical 
comprehension of plastic form which the Negro shows” and described the three- 
dimensional conception of form of the African as a rare ability (1920 87). Kahnweiler 
(1949 15-16) also alluded to conceptual processes involved in the making of “Negro” 
art.   He  described  Cubism  as  a  reflection of the “intellectual spirit of the time” and 
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understood the masks of the Ivory Coast as a progenitor model of the face: created 
from  a  conceptual  process  of synthesis between “a scheme of forms” and “real details”. 
 
After Robert Goldwater’s comprehensive assessment of tribal art and its influence on 
Modern art, first published in 1938 and entitled Primitivism in Modern Art, the 
subject appeared closed. Sculptor, Eduardo Paolozzi who was educated in            
Edinburgh in the 30’s and later at the Ruskin School at Oxford and the Slade 
illuminates the problem: “. . . in those days most people in England were just not 
interested in carvings from Africa and the Pacific and art students were rarely, if ever 
encouraged to go and look at such things”(1985). 
 
Few art historians explored this fundamental relationship between modern and tribal 
art in any great depth after Goldwater’s publication. Later Laude (1968), Wilkinson 
(1982) and Wentinck (1978) among others renewed this interest and in 1984 William 
Rubin’s definitive exhibition at MOMA entitled Primitivism in 20th Century Art 
ensured the establishment of this body of knowledge. 
 
Much of the writing about the influences of tribal art on modern art has subscribed to 
the theory of Period and Style rather than a visual language-based analysis. Wentinck 
(1978) generalizes broadly, careful to point out affinities, rather than direct influences 
between Western and ‘primitive art. He concludes that a sense of alienation was 
characteristic of both primitive man, isolated in a hostile environment (this contention 
has been disputed by Willett 1971 2) and the Western artist, similarly disturbed by the 
turbulence of change, at the turn of the century. More specifically, the German 
Expressionists, he claims, were drawn to ‘primitive art’ because of a perceived 
spirituality and inherent naiveté which they likened to child art. (1978 24). Gauguin, 
he maintained, was the first to respond to the notion of the exoticism of the 
“primitive” (1978 24). Goldwater (1986 78 89) also recognised Gauguin’s interest in 
the exotic, as a romantic view and his self- proclaimed “barbarianism”. Gauguin 
preferred this term rather than primitivism. Goldwater (1986 68) also defines 
“Primitivism” as the depiction of “primitive” scenes and motifs although is loathe to 
acknowledge “copying” of artefacts by artists. He points out that both Gauguin, in his 
use of Marquesan motifs, and the Fauves, in their integration of figures into exotic 
landscapes were influenced by the notion of the primitive (1986 109). He maintains 
that the Brücke were similarly influenced by the idea of the “exotic” but did little direct 
copying (1986 105). Emile Nolde’s Still life with a Uli figure 1915, Nolde Institute 
Seebull (Figure 25), provides an exception. It is indisputably a direct copy from a 
Melanesian sculpture from the Uli of New Ireland (Figure 26). The emotional 
attraction  to  primitive  forms  is  born out by Nolde’s description of Tribal art: “... its 
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Figure 25 Emile Nolde, Still life with a Uli figure, 1915. 
 
absolute primitiveness, its intense often grotesque expression of strength and life in 
the very simplest form”(Goldwater 1986 105). 
 
Picasso’s “Primitivism 
 
The debate regarding the nature of Picasso’s “primitivism” continues. The polarised 
views are articulated by Gasman (1985). She differentiates between the “intellectual 
primitivism” (as defined by Goldwater 1986 143) as the development of concepts 
through painting and the alternative view being the notion of “the mystical”. She 
supports the latter describing Picasso’s “primitivism” as encompassing the 
psychological attitudes of the artist. Although Rubin incorporates both views 
identified by Gasman (1984 335), his text examines the conceptual nature of tribal art 
as a primary aspect of influence on modern art. Rubin’s (1984 7) thesis is 
encapsulated in the following passage: 
 
“Artists such as Picasso, Matisse, Braque, and Brancusi were aware of the 
conceptual complexity and aesthetic subtlety of the best tribal art, which is 
only simple in the sense of its reductiveness - and not, as was popularly 
believed, in the sense of simple-mindedness”. 
 106
Jean Laude (1971 178) concurs: “Picasso 
and Matisse became interested in African           
art in terms of special plastic problems”. He 
goes on to say that Picasso’s problems were 
to do with the “object and its integration into 
the space of the canvas. Clearly their 
interpretation of African art is far from being 
either naturalistic or expressionistic”. 
 
The tendency to ignore the intellectual 
content in both tribal and modern art 
endures. Notable historians persist in 
interpretations based on the perceived 
personal lives of artists. Picasso’s work has 
been particularly singled out as reflecting 
misogynist and thanatophobic tendencies 
(Hughes 1981; Gedo 1980; Samaltands- 
Stenstrom 1987). Krauss (1985 24) discusses 
the propensity of historians to undertake 
autobiographical analysis in the work of 
Picasso. Although an important aspect of 
analysis, Arnheim (1962 17) warns of the 
danger for Picasso - in the exclusive 
application of psycho-analytic theory to his 
work. 
 
 
 
Figure 26 Uli, Figure, New Ireland, Melanesia 
“Although such psychological connotations might conceivably be aroused 
by the pictures, they cannot be made to monopolize their meanings without 
causing total disfigurement. Therefore in choosing the appropriate level of 
interpretation, we must be guided by the work of art itself’ (1962 17). 
 
Picasso’s comments about the influence of tribal art on his work have been frequently 
documented. Many of these however have been recalled and recorded some years 
after they were made. In Dore Ashton’s, Picasso on Art (1972), Penrose, Leiris and 
Zervos all caution about the difficulties in quoting the often contradictory 
conversations they had with Picasso. Recent research examines these conflicting 
views. Johnson proposes that Picasso’s “primitivism” and interest in masks were due 
partly to his friendship with Jarry (1980). Whilst he acknowledges Picasso’s 
encounter  with  African sculpture, he believes the influence to be mystical rather than 
 107
intellectual. He bases this assumption on a quote recalled by Françoise Clot in 1964, 
in which she recollects Picasso referring to painting as a “form of magic” (Johnson 1980 
108). A similar finding is made by Gedo (1980 30) who quotes a conversation which 
occurred in 1937 between Picasso and Mairaux but not published until 1974 in 
Picasso’s Mask Mairaux claims that Picasso referred to the African works as “magic 
things” (1974 80). However Samaltands-Stenstrom in her article “the wages of sin is 
death” draws the readers attention to the essays of Apollinaire (1987 70). It is 
suggested that Apollinaire recorded the following conversation with Picasso in 1911 
and therefore may be regarded as a more direct record than those previously cited. 
 
“I have experienced my greatest artistic emotions, when I suddenly 
discovered the sublime beauty of sculptures executed by the anonymous 
artists from Africa. These passionate and rigorously logical religious 
works are what the human imagination has produced as most potent and 
most beautiful.” 
 
Clearly, in this quotation, Picasso reveals his interest in the thought processes of the 
artist. Similarly André Salmon in 1913 in La Jeune Peinture Française says of 
Picasso: 
 
“Already the artist had taken ardently to the sculpture of the Negroes 
whom he placed well above the Egyptians. His enthusiasm was not based 
on any trivial appetite for the picturesque. The images from Polynesia or 
Dahomey appeared to him as reasonable. Renewing his work, Picasso 
inevitably presented us with an appearance of the world that did not 
conform to the way in which he had learned to see it.” (McCully 1981 57) 
 
In the following analysis I discuss a number of portrait heads Picasso painted in the 
30’s. In doing so I examine the contention that Picasso was attracted to tribal art not 
only because of their evocative qualities but also because he recognised the conceptual 
processes by which they were made. I have chosen to discuss these works of the late 
30’s rather than the more obvious choice of earlier works, (those immediately following 
Les Demoiselles D’Avignon, MOMA, 1907, in which tribal influences are 
acknowledged), because I propose that Picasso’s understanding of tribal art was 
fundamental to his work and endured throughout his entire oeuvre. I chose these 
particular works, viewed as they hang together on the chiselled stone walls of the 
Musée Picasso, as a group, united by their conceptual power, and, as such, are 
relevant to this particular study. 
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Figure 27 Pablo Picasso, Portrait of Marie-Thérèse, 1937 
 
My contention is that Picasso’s method of picture making enabled him to think 
through the form in a similar way to that apparently employed by tribal artists, albeit 
in different circumstances. Picasso’s undoubted propensity for plasticity and his 
innovative strength fuelled by the power of his intellect, were reinforced by this new 
discovery at the Trocadéro. This omnipresence of artefacts of Oceania and Africa 
continued throughout his life. As Rubin (1984) points out, “he continued until his 
death to cherish tribal objects and to acquire them.” The abundance of new images, 
colours and forms found in these foreign objects, provided for Picasso, a constant 
source of referents. I shall therefore in discussing the following paintings of Picasso, 
suggest in each case, conceptual affinities with tribal art. 
 
Portrait Heads 
 
Portrait of Marie-Thérèse 1937 (Figure 27), was one of many in which a language of 
curvilinear structures and light, delicate colour conveyed Picasso’s vision of the 
succulent, sensual forms of the female body. 
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Figure 28 Pablo Picasso, Head with Scarification, 1907. 
 
If Tribal art, embodied an idea as the essence of the referent (Vogel (1986), then 
female sensuality is the idea realised by Picasso as the essence of woman; Marie 
Thérèse in this portrait. The breasts, like so many Dogon and Senufo forms are 
attached high on the shoulder, and as white globes firmly suspended, are the epitome 
of ‘breastness’ in a young, fecund body. 
 
As in Tribal art conceptualisation is indicated by the juxtaposition of differences. The 
seated figure sits in a space, clearly defined yet ambiguous. The shapes of grey and 
brown form a gestalt, receding then advancing. These flatly painted areas of grey and 
brown denote the surface of the canvas but also lead the eye into the figure field of 
connotation. Warm reds and yellows are tempered against the cool blues, greys and 
whites: the light airiness of filtered light prevails. Picasso’s love of stained glass 
windows discussed by both Barr (1939) and Mairaux (1974) is evident. 
 
An interest in striation pervades even his earliest works and can be observed in a 
painting in oil and sand entitled Head with Scarification 1907, Collection Claude 
Picasso (Figure 28). In this painting marks differentiate the form of separate body 
parts. 
 
Picasso isolated specific body parts in the same way as African artists (see Pende 
Mask, British Museum, Appendix 3, wherein the eyeball is detached from the socket 
and placed on the outside of the lid). He treats each part as individual but at the           
same time integrated the form through the language structure of the rounded forms 
and  striations.  In  this  work  the  striations are traversed with blocks of colour on the 
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Figure 29 Pablo Picasso, Portrait of Dora Maar, 1937 
 
woman’s lap like shadows falling on an undulating landscape. The visage is at once a 
profile and frontal view; vertical and diagonal indicated by the dark grey triangle 
down the side of the nose, incorporating movement and a challenge to the notion of 
fixed appearance. Robert Hughes (1981 15) explains: 
 
“ . . the polyvalency of images and their ability to mean two things at the 
same time and to refer to two different angles of experience so that a figure 
could simultaneously be a Still Life or at any rate twist with extraordinary 
rapidity between one and the other, and things could pun with one another 
and set up shifting fields of meaning”. 
 
African sculpture confronts the perceptual models of the Western mind rooted in 
verisimilitude. These sculptures presented Picasso with alternate possibilities to 
challenge the Renaissance model of depiction. Invented forms abound; the teardrop 
chair and the twisted right hand with its multiple aspects, gently rotate in a             
continual state of flux. 
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In the same year a number of portraits of Dora Maar were painted. Portrait of Dora 
Maar 1937, Musée Picasso (Figure 29), offers a striking contrast to the Portrait of 
Marie-Thérèse (Figure 27) Andrew Sibley refers to it as “mannerist and saccharine”, 
but if David Douglas Duncan’s description of Dora Maar (1968 99) is at all accurate, 
the language structure of vivid colour juxtapositions and sharp angular forms adeptly 
embodies both her inner psychological state and outer demeanour. He says she was a 
“Vivacious, provocative, witty conversationalist in Spanish as well as French - 
effervescent as plums in champagne . . .”  Hélène Seckel (1985 88) quotes Brassai in 
saying: “she was inclined to storms”, whilst Picasso was reported to have said, “I  
have never been able to see, or imagine her otherwise than in tears” (Seckel 1985 90). 
The portrait emits the intensity, the essence of her being. 
 
It was from African sculpture, I propose, that Picasso gained his understanding of the 
way in which a developed language, (the dynamic relationship between each mark, 
colour, and shape) embodies an equivalent for the life force of the referent. 
 
The St. Andrew’s crosses and the rigid back of the chair; the clearly defined geometric 
patterns in the red and green chequered skirt and the deep mauve and crimson 
decoration on Dora Maar’s black blouse, the brilliant yellow of the face, the hands 
splattered with sparkling red to indicate sharp fingernails, the bright lipstick and a 
piercing eye, go far beyond the capacity of a ’likeness’ to convey psychological insight. 
Pin-like forms with their pointed ends and flat heads penetrate to her very interior. 
 
These portraits, in representing in a single image as more than one view, challenge not 
only the notion of copyable, prescribed appearance, but manifest a model of 
space/time compression. 
 
In Head of a Woman 1939 (Figure 12), Musée Picasso, a strange kind of intensity 
exudes from this head, one more directly attributable to the forms of African sculpture 
than the previous two examples. The concave formation of the visage, so evident in 
much tribal art and thought by some historians to be a traditional iconographic motif 
of African art (McCall and Bay 1975), was observed by Picasso in the Bakota 
reliquary figures, two of which he owned (Rubin 1984 266). Also in his collection and 
with a similar motif was a Fang mask from Gabon (Rubin 1984 290). These proved to 
be a fruitful source of imagery as evidenced in the sculpture, Head of a Woman 1930- 
31 (Figure 13), made from painted iron, sheet metal, springs, and found objects, 
Musée Picasso. Although Rubin (1984 290) asserts that Picasso’s “Africanism” ended 
in 1909, the evidence suggests rather, that these African forms endured throughout his 
entire oeuvre as conceptual models. 
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In the same way as the masks of tribal Africa 
have been denigrated as ‘distortions of the 
natural’, so have Picasso’s forms. These are, I 
propose, more relevant conceptualised forms 
than the naturalistic paradigmatic constructs 
whose claims to realism they disputed. In this 
painting the head has been divided and the 
neck and shoulders reduced to brown and 
white planes: the breasts are coiled springs. 
No attempt is made to mimic appearance or 
describe with conventional methods of 
depiction. The schematic ‘eyes’ stare 
relentlessly at the observer. Rather than being 
distortions from the ‘norm’ these tribal and 
modern configurations are conceptualised 
forms embodying the essence of the referent. 
The plasticity to which Roger Fry refers as the 
quintessential element of ‘Negro art’ is 
reconstituted  here  in  two dimensional form. 
 
 
Figure 30 Pablo Picasso, Woman with a Blue 
Hat, 1939.
The tonality of each separate shape moves back into a space designated by the 
diagonal lines of the chest and shoulders and the sweeping curve of the crescent 
cheekbone. 
 
Another affinity with African sculpture is evident if one discerns a similar synthesis of 
human and zoomorphic forms in the equine features of the mane and profiled head. 
Roland Penrose, in The Eye of Picasso (1967 24) draws attention to the artist’s 
propensity to capture the reality of the model in animal rather than human terms, 
substituting the eye of a bird or the head of a bull for human forms. These paintings 
come after the Bather figures of the early 30’s which were seen as Surrealist works of 
metamorphosis, merging insect into woman (Krauss 1985 23; Hilton 1975 184). 
Hilton provides the solution to their origin in seeing these forms as invented rather 
than as distortions from the normative. It is possible they are the conceptual 
precursors to Picasso’s anthropo-zoomorphic heads, discussed here, whose roots lay 
in the African forms. 
 
I wish finally and briefly to refer to two portraits completed in October of 1939. The 
first, Woman with a Blue Hat, Musée Picasso (Figure 30), painted on the 3rd. of 
October and the second, Head of’ a Woman, Musée Picasso, painted the following 
day,  as  they  exemplify  the way in which ideas evolve through visual language. Woman 
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with a Blue Hat with flying mane, equine 
muzzle and eyes, appears to be a precursor of the 
previous painting. The head is surmounted by 
geometric forms which configure into a ship riding 
a wave of hair. This portrait is one of many 
completed at this time that featured a head 
crowned by an elaborate hat. These hats were 
often disparate forms with little or no connection 
with their function. An affinity with the 
superstructured masks of Africa exists, an 
example of which is the Monkey mask of the 
Dogon (Appendix 3). In this carving both a 
similar disparity of forms can be observed and, I 
propose, a conceptual process that has been 
similarly realised. 
 
Seated Woman with a Hat (Figure 31) the same 
 
 
Figure 31 Pablo Picasso, Seated Woman 
with a Hat, 1939. 
ship/hat motif is also displayed. The facture is unlike the thin surfaces of the Woman 
with a Blue Hat, incorporating a series of progressively recessive solid geometric 
forms, flat areas of greens, greys, browns and whites. 
 
Like the previous two portraits described, zoomorphic and anthropomorphic forms 
come together. Seckel (1985 98) suggests the portrait is a synthesized depiction of 
Dora Maar, with canine features. To support this rationalisation she points out that 
Picasso took his Afghan hound, as well as Dora Maar, to Royan where the portrait 
was painted, and that the animal’s “floppy ears and dog’s muzzle” are indicated in          
the picture! The predominantly transverse shapes, balanced by the horizontal hat 
brim, suggest an intensity of focus and precision, the inner being exposed by the 
suggestion of cut away forms. 
 
I have attempted in these portraits to analyse the visual language structures from 
which the means to conceptualise are presented to the artist and, out of which, I 
contend, evolve essential aspects of the referent. I propose also that Picasso 
recognised these processes in Tribal art and that once understood by him, these 
models enabled him to propose new representations of reality that have been slowly 
incorporated into our consciousness through the alteration of our perceptions. It is 
generally conceded that Picasso altered the way in which we see the world by reviving 
the potentials of visual language. 
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Appendix 6 
 
Imants Tillers 
 
The Australian artist Imants Tillers creates images which effect paradigmatic shifts in 
space and form, adding new knowledge to the way we view the object/referent. He 
has been able to unite disparate images in a model of reality which presents 
alternative ways of seeing the natural world. In my own work, I deal with multiplicit 
form and space and address the degree and order of mediation between the referent 
and the image. I have therefore looked to this artist to advance my understanding of 
these considerations. 
 
The exhibition, entitled Imants Tillers A Life of Blank was held at Monash University 
in May 1992. It surveyed his work of the previous decade, comprising twenty-three 
works, ranging over a variety of mediums. These were housed in two rooms of the 
Monash University gallery complex. The smaller works situated in the first room were 
conceptually strong; more geared towards cerebral activity than sensory response. 
 
The four larger works in the second room however displayed a vitality of form, colour 
and line that fully realised their thematic complexity. Discoveries were made through 
the combined mediums of synthetic polymer, and, oil stick and gouache, on assembled 
canvas boards. It is on three of these four paintings I wish to centre this critique, but 
focusing first on Tillers’ themes and visual language as embodying ‘multiplicity’ and an 
exploration of the ‘transferred referents’. 
 
These themes develop through the unique visual language structure of each work. To 
this end Tillers employs a gridded framework into which appropriated and layered, 
disparate images and multiplicit scales and perspectives are organised. Often a 
transcription process is evident. Fineberg (1984 25) says Tiller s’ “subject is not in a 
unified iconography but in multiplicity itself’. Fineberg suggests this is brought about 
by the layering and juxtaposition of information and images. In reworking established 
imagery, adding new information to old, Tillers, provides a new model of reality 
effectively through a ‘transfer of referents’. 
 
Persistent themes pervade his works. Tillers is a rarity among Australian artists in  
that he writes eloquently about the themes explored through his painting. The work is 
therefore less open to interpretation than the works of his contemporaries. In writing 
this essay I have therefore drawn mainly from Tiller s’ own writings and from the 
paintings  themselves.   Two  major  themes  emerge.  The first reflects a Duchampian 
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influence of making art about art. Tiller s admits to this influence which can be most 
clearly seen in his work of the 70.s. Installations such as Conversations with The 
Bride, 1974-75, Art Gallery of N.S.W., Sydney, and Untitled 1987, A.N.G., Canberra, 
exemplify his conceptual, non-painterly leanings at this time. This theme extends to a 
concern with second-hand Imagery. The second major theme explores the 
interconnectedness of events. 
 
The first theme reflects Tillers’ interest in the way in which artworks are 
communicated through printed images in books, rather than perceived directly as real 
objects. He proposes that the geographic isolation of Australia has caused this 
phenomenon (Tillers 1983 14). Eagle sees Tillers’ immigrant status and consequent 
awareness of the Australian second-hand culture as providing the impetus for the 
exploration of multiplicity (1990). In his essay, “In Perpetual Mourning” Tillers 
explains the connection between Australian culture and multiplicit imagery (1986 19). 
He writes: “The possibility of painting in Australia in 1984 allows the collision of 
several different image patterns onto one surface- ‘worlds in collision’ where the 
worlds might be ‘xerox’ satellites’. 
 
Tiller & theory concerning the mediation between paintings and their printed image 
suggests that Australian painters have developed “degenerated” structures as a 
response to this photographic process (1983 14). His idiosyncratic response and 
means of research is contained within the development of a visual language typified 
by a dot-matrix system. This system has enabled him to explore codification. 
 
Much has been written in the last few decades about the processes of codification and 
mediation and their connections between copying and imitation (Barthes 1974 55). In 
the making of art, the appropriation of images and the transcription process are 
methodologically related and have long been a strong tradition in Western art 
(Bromfield 1982 50-63). Maloon (1982 32-35) agrees with Tillers in identifying 
appropriation as an unavoidable characteristic which typifies Australian art. 
“Australia has always considered its culture derivative and backward, the cultural 
cringe has surreptitiously prepared its own revenge, anticipating the post-modern 
strategy of appropriation by almost 200 years.” 
 
As Postmodern parody, it could be said that these works reflect an enquiry into 
representation, the nature of reality and the structure of great artworks. Tillers is a 
painter whose paintings reflects the age and the concerns of the age in which he lives, 
as have all notable painters. Contained within the language of Tillers’ paintings is the 
question; what are artworks and how are they made? 
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Figure 32 Imants Tillers, The Return of Ulysses, 1991. 
 
As well as making art about making art, as Heathcote (1992) suggested in his review 
of the exhibition, Tillers’ themes confront the interconnectedness and continuity of 
events This is Tillers’ second theme.  Both Slayter (1992 13) and Holmes (1992 33), 
in their informative catalogue essays, identify this interest of Tillers as a metaphysical 
attitude. They discuss the similarities, parallels and affinity between Tillers and De 
Chirico due to the shared belief of these two painters in “co4ncidences”. 
 
Tillers’study of the Italian painter De Chirico who similarly made transcriptions of his 
own works is confirmed by Tillers in his article “Locality Fails” (1982). Tillers’ further 
enquiries have led him to Bell’s Theorem and subsequently to explore the role of 
chance in his work. This theory questions the principles of local causes (1982 55). 
 
I shall now endeavour to discuss the works according to these thematic and formal 
concerns. The Voice, 1988, Artist’s Collection (Figure 14), encapsulates the multi-view 
model, with one form superimposed over another. Holmes (1992 32) has identified  
De Chirico’s L’Architetto 1927 as the origin of the figure in The Voice. De Chirico did           
a number of seated figures cradling architectonic forms. In Tillers’ transcription, the 
eye of the spectator is continually prompted to consider alternative images. Tillers 
achieves this ambiguity through the mismatching of either colour or line on the small 
canvas boards. A challenge to the spectator’s perception of form is exemplified in the 
head of the figure. A centrally placed grey panel, juxtaposed against a pink panel 
above,   divides   the   head   laterally.   Despite  this  inconsistency  of  form,  solidity 
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Figure 33 Giorgio De Chirico, Il Retourno di U1isse, 1970. 
 
prevails. This solidity is achieved by a dotted seam-like line defining the roundness of 
the head. A diagrammatic column of thin, golden rays encases the geometric 
structures above the knees of the seated figure, reinforcing the strength of the central 
form but at the same time contributing an ethereal quality by its transparency. Further 
golden rays radiate from the top of the column moving through the seated form as well  
as emphasizing the surface plane of the picture. According to Holmes this column is 
derived from the Japanese/American artist Arakawa (1992 55). In addition to the 
multiplicity of the iconic image, two perspectival views prevail: the tower is observed 
from above whilst the figure and window on the right are placed at eye level. 
 
In The Return of Ulysses, 1991, artist’s collection (Figure 32), Tillers aims to 
deconstruct the image in order to comment on its production as an artwork. 
 
The deconstruction process is revealed through the mismatching of line and colour as 
in The Voice. However in this work the ill-adaptation looks clumsy rather than 
convincing, particularly on the temple portico and the head and torso of Ulysses. The 
super-imposed portrait head of Murray Bail on the top left of the painting appears as 
an accident, present but without the artist intervention. It serves to validate the 
authenticity of the model, observed and therefore an actuality. These disparate 
elements are unified by the ubiquitous grid formed by the edges of the 10x15 canvas 
boards and the consistently distributed colour. Tones of grey and ochre flicker over 
the cloissonnéd forms to further unify the work. The link with De Chirico is 
established through the transcription process. It seems likely that the image of the  
boat  in  the  lounge  room has been appropriated from De Chirico’s Il Retourno di Ulisse, 
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Figure 34 Giorgio De Chirico, Ruines et Rochers dans une Chambre, 1928. 
 
1970, Palazzo Reale Milan (Figure 33). The temple to the left is similar to De Chirico’s 
Ruines et Rochers dans une Chambre, 1928, Private Collection (Figure 34) 
 
La Citta Di Riga, 1988, Private Collection (Figure 35), is the most successful and 
moving picture in the exhibition. It stirs the spectator with its stark and contrasting 
colours of red, blue, yellow and black; its vigorous marks and solid forms. In 
comparison with the former works described, Tillers’ process of mismatching, and 
thereby fragmenting the images, is bolder and appears more confident. He explores 
more than one aspect of the objects depicted and therefore presents a multiple view. 
As in The Voice, disparate and appropriated images are unified by a grid system 
although here the canvas boards take on an irregularity in dimension that further 
fragments the images. Grid systems in 20th. Century art are prevalent. Jasper Johns, 
Mondrian and Larry Poons are obvious exponents. In Australia Bea Maddock, Rod 
Carmichael, Ian Parry and Rick Amor, among others, have articulated a meaning in 
exploring the vgrid Krauss proposes that grids emerged in Cubism and ever since 
have been a significant language structure of art (1985 9). She maintains that grids 
eradicate or at least suppress narrative and emphasize the autonomy of the artwork. 
Similarly, Tillers discusses the use of the dot-screen in Australian Pupunya painting as         
a “supple grid” that “dematerializes the image” (1983 15-18) 
 
In La Citta Di Riga ‘grid’ Tillers employs, alters the image and unifies the work.             
The problem of making a convincing model of reality, using disparate images, is 
therefore  solved.   The large helmeted figure, left of the centre, presents a fragmented 
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Figure 35 Imants Tillers, La Citta Di Riga, 1988. 
 
Image through the mismatching of shape and colour. This shifting of the iconic image 
is reminiscent of Cubism. The left elbow Is almost disengaged from the upper arm as 
it moves across to the left. A sudden colour change under the left knee of this figure 
challenges absolute time and space. 
 
If, as Heathcote (1992) suggests, Tillers laments the passing of great artmaking and 
that this is a major theme in his work then his appropriation of imagery from previous 
great artworks of the past, such as those of De Chirico, reaffirms this view. 
 
The potent imagery in this work is derived again from De Chirico. The truncated 
columns, the two large figures and the horse on the left are all appropriated from 
Dioscuri, 1935, Rome. Another significant characteristic of this painting is the S 
pattern which extends over much of the surface. This patterning emphasizes the 
surface plane and adds greater complexity to the perceived images. It provides 
another layer in what appears to be an accumulation of surfaces. 
 
The exhibition testifies to Tillers’ inventiveness which is largely due to his 
understanding of the cognitive role of visual language. Tillers’ resonant works place 
him at the forefront of late 20th century thinking where multiplicity and heterogeneity 
model a new reality. 
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